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PREFACE
Confliot produoes etrective dramatic action.
and

8:

certain s-pecles ot confl1ct seems requi

site to tragedy.

~bether

this conflict take.

the fora ot play. eplc. poe. or pro.e narrative.

neverthelesB it i. the same conflict; a man1
fe~tation

of the sa.e tragic "v181on"r it 1. a

philosophy which aees the infinite capabilities

ot

m~

limited by & power which i . absolute aDd

sUbject only to itselt.

This 1s not a malevolent

toroe. but i8 insorutable.

Mall 1s well advised

to avoid extre•••• to de.ur froa
with this power; yet
llat\U"e

8.

~

encounter

bero because ot his

cannot elude ePf$agement.

destroyed by this torce--as were

ver~

He may not be
Ha~let

and

Oedlpua--but he' w111 certainly be diverted tro.

bi. course.

By

II

tra.gedy" 1 mean those work. whicb'em

body this oonflict and wbich atfir- the existence
and value of the absolute torce. while also
recognizing the noble and infinit. abilities of
man: his heroic nature.

iv

This thesis attempts to state the conflIct
88

it 1s manifest in Sophoclea' Oedipus TyrannuB;
•

to indica.te tbe nature ot th.e hero and the abB:olut,e force opposing, h1m-.

It alao attempts

to define, in terms of th18 play. the nature
at the resQlution of the oonflict. and the

~-

derlylng tragic Yiew which demands thi8 resolution.

For reference aDd aocuracy. I ha've prepared
a new tranalatl0,D. of the play fro»- Jebbl:a Ca.-

bridge edition of the text.

My numbering follows

that edition, except in the odes and the ko,mmo1,
where in addition to the irregular numbering ot
Jebb's &dition. I have on the left hand side
of the page numbered each ode in a regular fashion.
It 1s to these numbers that I refer in this paper.
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It is necessary to real1Ze that
there is an absolute, and not a
relative, difference between
human1s. (which we can take to
be the highest expression of the
v1tal,), and the religious spirit.
The divine 1s not life at its
1rltenBest. It contains 1n a way
an almost anti-vital element ••••
The attempt to explain-the absolute
of religious and ethical values
in term. or the categories
appropriate to the essentially
relative and non-absolute vital
zone, leads to the entire mis
understanding of the,s,. values,
and to the creation of a series
of mixed or bastard ptenomena .•.•
Romanticism, for example, confuses
both human and divine things, by
not clearly separating them •••• It
blurs the clear outlines of human
reletloDs ••• by introducing in them
the Perfection that properly
be'longs to the non-bwnan.

(T.E. Hulme, Specula.tions)

THE ROLl: OF THE CHORUS IN THE OEDI PUo TYRANNUo:

THE TRAGIC CONFLICT

PART ONE

,

~:

mOLEGOMENA

To be universally accepted;' to be damned
by the praiee that quenches all desire to
read the book; to be atflicted by the im
putation ot the virtues Which excite the
least pleasure; and to be read only by
historians and antiquari&s--thi8 18 the
moat perfect conspiracy ot approval ••••
(T. S. Eliot: "Ben Jonson")

I

Critical opinion 8ince ArIstotle bas tended
to cons1der the chorus either as actor or aliea
ornament.

Aristotle 1n the Poetioa concelves

ot their function as on. of the actors; "an
integral part ot the whol•••• ln the manner not

ot Euripides but of 30phocles

ll

(XVIIL, 7).

Gen

erally, however. modern critics view the chorus
aa "curtain ~~. interlude-. or scenery-11k'. ornament.
S.K. Adam- introduces his dlscuss10n of the
parodos with an apology: liThe chorua ot fifteen
Theban elders who now enter are perhaps the fineat
example of

~ophocles'

use of an instrument no

longer really necessary to drama." 1 Five more
11ne. di.mis8 the entire ode.
2

In this extreme

3

interpretation. the chorus 1. neither integral
nor even

relev~nt

to the play.

J.T. Sheppard, whtle following the Bame
point of Yiew. 80ftens this judgement and con
cludes that tbe chorus ia never irrelevant,
though it tlia geDerally not essential to the
maln dramatic end. 112 It doea add to the drama:

It 1 s used lnd eed wi tb con8\11l11l&te .kill to
accompany. express, and heighten the emo
t10n&~ phases through which the drama movea.
By its sympathy or its failure to understand
it i . kept within the drama, and it actually
helps the drama when 1t throws into relier
the central charact.~
BUt he quallfies hi. admiration.

Commenting

on the akill of Sophocles 1n keeping the chorus
froll irrelevanc., he observes that

til

t remain.

essentially undramatic, a charming and appro
priate ornament, but still an ornament, not a.n
ind.iapensable part ot the play."

For Sheppar<1,

though an Aeachylean drama would cea•• to be
drama at all Without the chorus, a Sophoclean
play would lose only a grace.

It would

r&mal~

essentially great drama, "and the grace whloh
it 108e, is really an a4dltlonal and alien grace.
The modern critical attitude i8 best found
in Yeats l translation

ot the play.

This handling

It

4

haa heen the standard acting .ers1on of the
tragedy for many yea.rs and 1s well received by
audiencea.

But the translation does not reflect

what Sophocles wrote.

Co.p~re,

for

ex~mple,

Yeats' version or the second stallmon with the

tairly literal version on page

13~,

below.

For this one th1ng above all I would be
pralaed aa a DD,
That ln WIT worda and 111 deeds 1 have kept
tho.e laws in mind
OlymplaD Zeus, aDd that high clear ~pyreaD,
FashlQlled, and not so. . man or people of
mankind,
Even thoae aacred law8 aor a8e nor sleep can
blb14.

A man becomes a tyrant out or inaolence,
H. cli.ba and climbs, until all people call
hi.. great,
He aeella upoa the auaal t, and God fling.
hi•. thencej
Yet a~a.b1t1ou. man aay lift up a whole
State,
And in h1s death be blessed, 1n his lite
fortunate.

honour SUCh; but should a man
forget
The holy 1mages, the Delphl~ Sybil'.
trance
the vorld's navel ston., and not be
pun1shed tor 1 t
And ae•• moat tortunate, or even blessed
perchance,
WbT· ahould ve honour the goda, or JoDa the
sacred dance? 3
And all ..en

Yeata uae. in part the words of the original,
thOUgh they are unfamiliar 1n his banda.

While

the ataalmoD 1a lyrical, a8 the Greek cert$lnly

5

la, Yeats haa compressed and twisted the origi
nal clear and crisp poetry into &

mus~y

and

"poetic" lnterlude to tit hi. conceptioJl ot
Sophocle.' play_
who

Yeats inters that 1t i. God

tlirlf;s the tyrant troll the summ.1 t.

Sophocles, 1t was the

U~PL'

For

ot th. tyrant which

according to natural and irrevocable la". lead.
to his destructioR.

Yeats transmute. the••

sacred law. into a Christian deity, r ••ponsible
tor over-seeing the aoral nature at

11&11.

But

Sophocles 18 cold and unaent1.ental 1n hi. t.heo
logy; where he addresses th1s ode to dlY1na
lawa, Yeats make. his translation & prayer to
a mod ern Zeus.

The Yeats translation uses the chorus in
thia vay throughout to provide the sentimental
aodern backgroUDd (a. oP90sed to the oDjective
Attic 'Y1ew) wbich his translatioD demands.
H. doesn't bide this sentimentalization_
mentions that

8: llaD

He

-'1 "in bis death be blessed. II

Ot course Sophocles would only say that he might
b.

~lled

blessed. pro'Yldine; he has lived a

tortunate lite. but there is no way ot' really
knowing about hi. death.

6

Actually, Yeats is & qUite !ood example ot
moat modern critlcLaaj hie translation 1s not a
translation at all, but an interpretation.
Though Sophocles t play aerTe. Y.aat. &s a baai.
rro~wh1ch

to construct his own version. or the

Oedipus -7th, .till, aespite the tact that the
Irish author baa written in term. completely
torelga to the original, in tbe relation. ot oho
rus and dramatic action can be seen the point

ot view ot the
criticism.

lI

a lien ornament ll Bcbool or modern

Not only i. Yeats' translation alien

to Sophocles, but hi. own choral odes are also
only interludes and ornamenta to hi. play_
At the opposite extre•• are tho8. critics
who see Sophoclea' chorus aa an integral element.
BUt even they, in general, are not willing to
accept the play on its own terms, they make ot
the chorue a neutral thing; it 1. there, and
neither particularly ada. nor a.tracts trom the
general value of the play.

Often for theee men

the play is so different tro. our aceepte4 dra
matic tor•• , that the use ot a chorus luggests
80ae exotic, some mystic, purpose on the part
of the playwright.

7

The mOlt interesting major critic who talk.

a.

at length ot the chorus
i. Cedric Whitman.

integral to the action

To him, the choru8 1n Sopho

cle. represents. lithe somewhat contused Dlorallty
of the bourgeoi81e."4

They understand What 1s

happening on the most obvicus level of the play,
but cannot see the real implications of the
acene o'r understand
th!!!-t

1s guiding

the

II

the g,enu1ne intelligence

King

a.nd

Que ell'. "

To the

chorus J since they lae.k: the knowledge of arq
rational order, the world o£ the play would ap
pear to be irrationally ordered.

'ithitJll8.n under

stands this attitude and concludes that 1n such

a world the tragedY is that man must endure
the 11irrational evil ll of our un1ver,se.

For

WhitW9.n, the huItgnJ.stlc entbuslasm of Oedipus
1s the only stability 1n a world 1n which the
normal people, represented by the chorus, do
not and probably cannot understand or accept
the conditions governing their lives.
The above view8. ot course, are extreme,
and are therefore in their own way valuable.
Wh1le an extreme in this world i8 apt to be
wrong, it i8 very often the only mean8 bJ

8

which critical inertia can be overcome.

Unfor

tunately, most critics who discuss the O.T.
spend little

ti~e

on the chorus, and much of

that 1s to little avail.

But those critics

who represent the extremes above would nearly
all agree that the

~ct10n

of the chorus 1.

s mysterious and plagUing block to a clear un
derstandins of the play.

In fact, they

manufacture their own block.

By refusIng to

accept the play on ita own grounds, they Assume
that the chorus is an exotic element in an other
wise noble and valuable national art.

Thus

they construct a theory ot Greek drama which
1s alien to the terms of that drama.

We do

not now know anything about the dramatic capa
bilities of a tragic chorus, though a few poets

have tried to use one at various times.
in order to understand

But

Juat what the choruses

are meant to do, it is immediately necesaary
to admit that Sophocles knew what he was doing,
to accept the tact that be Included a chorus
in h1s plays, and to try to understand bow the
chorus tits in from bis point ot

viev~

To

throw them out without this sort ot examination
1s sheer

perv.r81ty--thoug~ it

must be

9

admitted, that by inversion even perver.ity can
be useful.

II

An approach to the O.T. wh1ch

re~ards

~he

choruB as alien 1s hard to understand in the light
of the beginnings ot tragedy, aa tar aa they are
known.

Tragedy see.s to ate. from the dithyramba

dedicated to the very popular god, Dionysua
(or Bacchus).

These hymna were danced and aUJ:18

to the accompaniment of a flute.

They were g1ven

a regular lyric fora by Arion in the 7th century,
and the number of dancers waa fixed at 50.
Near the middle of the 6th century !hesp!_, in
Attica, a.e•• to have arranged the presentation
of the dithyramb so that. in addition to a dia
,

logus of

so~e

sort between the leader of the

ohorua and the chQrus itaelf, the leader could
also conTerse with a aingle member of the cho
rua itself.
(

~1(O)(P L"'t~'

Itactor:'~

S,

Thia man was called the answerer
),

later the regUlar name tor

this time,

8.S

well, the large cho

rus may have broken into smaller groups wbicb
would then be able to act out in groes simple

10

dramatic scenes.

If to this dithyrambic chorus

is added the mimetic ritual or the Dionyslac·
festivals and local cults, the various torm.
of hero worship then current, and the Bomeric

recitations, then this is the material from
which was fashioned both the great 5th century
tragedy, aDd the varioua type. of classical
comedy.
It wa.. with Aesch,ylua, at the beginning

of the 5th century, that Tragedy.
own place.

ca~

into ita

He 1. aaid to have created drama

by adding a second aotor to the choral BOng

and daDce.

And he firs t mad e the dialogue

independent of the chorus.
Sophocles was born about 495, nea.rly 30
years after Aeschylua.

In 486 he competed

against the older poet and won.

FrOIl

that, time

until hi. death , nearly 60 years later, he
was the tayourite tragio poet of Athena, and
aeella never to have won lea. than the second prize
in dra~&tlc competition.

(As 80lle indication

of tbe quality ot hie work, the Oedipus Tyrannua
won only a .econd prize).

Sophocles seema to

have introduced scene painting, to the drama,

11

a. well a. a third actor, and poaaibly a tourth.
Euripide. was born 1n 480, and died before
Sophoclee.

He has b.en the most popular of the

three great tragedians, but hi. appeal ia prob
ably the

~e.ult

ot a lowering ot the ideal beauty

ot tragedy under Aeschylus and Sophocle..

Eu

ripides (to do him a great injustice) i. a. "beat U
typej his poetry 1. otten exquisite, but h1a
subject matter too otten depends on abnegation
of hope and value in lite, and this merely tor
the melodramatic errects possible w1th aueb
an outlook.

Eis attitude migbt be compared

(1n placea) with the attitude wbich would be
found in a !!ng

~ear

with no change and recog

nition on the part ot Lear.

Under iUrlplde.,

the chorua--in general--became in fact little
more than interlude.
New tragedies were acted only at the Great
Dlonysia in March and the Lenaea (Feast of the
wtne preas) in January; both were held a.t the
theatre in Athena.

This theatre was in its

tinlsbed torm cut into the Acropolia.

Its seata

wore arranged in semi-circular rowa of stone and
marble.

The seats came down to the level of

12

the dancing floor ot the ohorus, the

bpx~~~pa

•

A slight elevation separated this from tbe actlng
area which ves a long and narrow rectangle at
the baBe of the stage building.

the two areas.

Steps Joined

The stage bUilding probably

had wide central doors and one small door on
either alde.

There were yarloua aorta ot

stage aachlnery tor showing inside acenes and
flying 80ds through the alr.
The presenta.tion by each dramatlat of tbe
four plays Which were customary tor the compe
tltlon, Whether & tetrology or four s.parate
playa. was a re11g10u8 eTent.

The botto. row

ot Beats were all r ••eryed tor dignitaries, and
the three mlddle seat. of the row Vere thronea
for two priests and the ,god himself.

In the.

centre of the orchestra was an altar dedicated
to Dionysus.

The audience, often more

t~

20,000 atrong, while demanding and highly crit

ical ot the performances 1n front
nevertheless were
ence probably

undergol~

Biml~ar

a

01'

the.,

reli~lou • • xperl~

to the reeling ot people

who listen to aome of the glorioua church music
of Bach and Mozart, Hande·l and Berlioz.

13

Sophocles' chorus consisted on 15 trained
amateurs.

They wore the same clothing and mask.

and spoke a. a group, 1n d lvided group., or
occasionally as individuals.
sing their odes.

Commonly they would

In the O.T. these are con

8tructed 1n stanzas whlch are pa1red rhythmically.
But as in commenting OD most things Greek, it 1s
impossible to generali&e.
c~me.

Usually, the chorus

on stage and doesn't leave until they Bing

their laet ode.

Usually their first ode is

chanted or sUD! aa tbey march on stage.

Usually,

but not always.
In thla play there are tour ataa1ma and
the parodos, &s well aa two kommol.

The paro

doe is the longest. with three paired stanzas,
and the third st&simon 18 the shorteat, with
only one pair.
Altogether, the etfect possible with this
combination ot speech, action, song, dance,
auslc, and religious and moral .ubject matter
18 probably be.t compared to what R10hard Wag
ner wanted from hia ideal med1ua: at art. hi.
"l1Us1c-dr8.Dl!l.~·I~

which was to oombine all the

torms of art into one whole which would be
aore beautiful and meaningful than any ot

14

its partl.

III

But of' course the entire effect 18 more thlltll

a combination of element..

Without actors,

8cenery--any physical effecta except the printed
pag.e or the .poken word--the Oedipus Tyrannu8

makea ita impact.

The peculiar- tr&gtc ertect

of the play 1. not produoed by external fora,
though this 1. important and provide. a

v~hlc1e

t"'O'r the dramaj thia tragic effect i8 the' reBul t
of a phl1osophy of interplay and tenslon--ln
this ca.e manife8ted in the relation between the
hero and what has 'been called an Ital len " element,

the chorus.
But the .. horu, 1.n ' t alien; it i.8 the critlc

who is allen to the play, who see8 it from a
preconceived viewpoint.

The chorus is integral

to the plot action and to the moral framework
or the play.

Without the chorus as toil, or

antagonist, to Oedipus, the conflict of the
play become. a tension between the hero and the
aecret or his b1rth, or betwee. Oedipus and
hie desire to rid the city of the plague.

15

This is not tragedy; the conflict involving
the secret of the hero'. birth la, 1n fact,
the basis of Oscar Wilde's extremely funny
comedy of Dlanners, The Importance ot Being
Ernest.

Tragedy, 11ke the poetry of Donne,

gains its universal effect by investing or '.
thrustins & universal connotation on a partlcular
dramatic experience.

Wilde is concerned only

with the foolishness and vulnerability of &
certain portioD of society in the ter.. of that
society; Sophocles. as any great tragic dramatist,
i8

c~ncerned

With tbe most far-reaching lapll

cations of a given act.

It 1s not the act of

incest that he 8ee8, for example. but the
meaning of that act as a transgression of univer
sal l10ral law.
In the Oedipus Tyrannus the conflict (and
tensio·n) which is basic to the tragic etfect
1s the result of the essentially
yet

&q~al11

Oedi9ua.

di~rerent,

vali4, attitude. of the chorus aDd

!hough in the resolutIon ot thes8 th.

chorUB triuaphs, yet the attitude represented
by Oedipus doe8 not die, rather, it is .ymbol

ically elevated tar beyond the normal possibili
ties of physical maD.

16

The

con~liet

1s in terms

o~

tbe dichotomy

between the divine law appealed to by the chorus
and the natural law adhered to by Oedipus.

They

do not fit with each other, nor at any time are
they the same.

Yet it i8 through the one that

the value of the other i . apparent.

In the eyes

of the ChoruB, the actions of Oedipus are not
clear; theY' are atraid, perhapa confused:
rU_lers do I do not aee" (530).

"What

They do not and

CaB not understand the torce gUiding or being
guided by Oedipua.

Their cosmos 18 true and

orderly and right, albeit only tor them (and
Sophocles).

The cosm08 of Oedipus, on the

other hand, i8 Just a8 true and orderly; hence
springs the tragedy.

In the conflict between the

beliefs of the chorus and the actions of Oedipus,
1t 18 .ore important that the law of the chorus
18 triumphant; that it is shown to be dominant
in tne world of the play.

Nevertheless, aa th1s

dominance 1s demonstrated in the faot of Oedipus'
fall, so 1t 1s also proved in the tall that h1.
actions and laws are true and valuable

a8

well.

The play 18 trag1c, because though Oedipus
must fall, the reason for his fall stems trom

17

his own greatnesa.
This i . not to say that Oedipus 111 IIl1orally"
better at the end of the O.T.

He 1s neither

rewarded. as 1n the 0.0., nor does he appear
to have learned moderation (
the fact of his fall.

aw~poa6v~

) from

There i8 no Job1an reati

tution made to the tyrannua after hi. destruction.
nor ca.n one be a.ssumed.

He, the nall-renowned"

Oedipu8.• is at the play's end, the " moet
wretched of

men·:l~

He 18 blinded

I

banished,

parted froll his children and hl. long stand ing
prosperity.
now

It

Cre~n

does say that Oedipus wll1

nouriab the truth of the

god.~l~

but the last

words or t,he chorus leave li ttl. doubt that what
the chorus see 1s the utter destruction of the

he:ro.

There 1s no doubt that Oedipus 1s a. hero,

but:
.••• - This 1s Oed lpus.,
who knew the famous riddle and wa.. most
powerful of men,
on who•• fortune no citizen d1d not look
with enY1;
into what & sea. of terrible events be bas
com••
The word for "events" 1s

a\)j.L~opat

•

As

early

&s line 33 Oed1;us was described a. "the first

or men 1n life's events and in the dealings
wi th the god .. I~

iigain, nevente n is aUj.J.cpopa t

•

18

At the beginning, Oedipus is the best of men;
he can handle all the chances of life.
end of the play, there

h~s

At the

been a complete

reversal; he has found that he could not con

trol these events.

-Nbat seemed happy and pros

perous at the start 1s shown to be--and to bave
been at the start--terrlble and tearful at the
end; proof ot the frailty of man aa opposed
to the absolute power ot the gods.
Critics. however, do not like to recogn1ze
th8t Sophooles t plays on tbe Oed ipUB myth were
not written as a trilogy.

They wish to interpret

the ending of the O.T. in the light of "poetic
justice tl --especlally, tbese critics wish to read
into the O.T. the morality of the O.C.

But the

Oedipus at Colonus was not written to end the
story of Oedi_"us in the same way that the Eu
menides of Aeschylus was written to end the
Orestes myth in the Oresteia.

or

course the

O.C. seems to end the story, and 1n ono sens.
it does.

It does complete the narrat.1Ye l1nea,

tbat lB, it tells what happens to Oedipu. after

he lea.ves Thebes.

But the actual a,tory lan It

very important with Sophocles,

It 1s what wal

done With the basic story that beld the attention

19

ot Sophocles and his audience.

While the O.C.

might end the Oedipus myth, what is done with
that story in that play 1s very different trom
what tiophocles doeq with the story in the Oedipus
Ixrannus.

Here, Oedipus is completely ruined;

as far as Sophocles or his audience is concerned
Oedi.us is utterly and irrevocably destroyed.
The resolution reoognizes an absolute and selt
responsible force which i. inscrutable to man
and entirely lndependent ot him.
pres~ur.

There is no

on the divine laws to make a restitution

to a man Who has broken these very lawa,

The

Oed ip\l& at Co,lonue s,e8wne& a d Ifferent mora.l
framework.
Bophoclea ' last play 1s a possible solution
to the problem expressed in the O.T., but it
la not the solution that dophoclea chooses.
This latter solution 1s a resolution in humanis
tic terms-·its framework assumes that man 1s the
oentre ot the universe. that god 1s personally
concerned for man, and especially, that a hero
1& never really destroyed.

Oedipus becomes a

divinity; thia apparently makes up for hi. ear
lier 108se..

But the resolution of the O.T.

1s an anti-humanistic one.

At the end the chorus
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18 lett alone on ata.ge to apeak the final word,s

at the 'plaYj perhaps they apeak an epitaph tor
Oedipus. but their words are les8 a comment on
Oedipus than they are an affirmation ot the ab
solute power of that absolute torce Which is the
moral tramework ot the play.

In fact. While the

O.C. bas certainly at ita point of focus the
particular man. Oedipus, the emphasis at tne O.T.
ia not on the particular man, Oedipus. but on
the universal problea, man; and by implication
of bis reaction, the universal laws in Which
man must operate.

IV
But that, the tragiC conflict Is themean8
whereby dophocles lifts the simple plot onto the
plane of true tragedy (asdlfferentiated from
"serious" dra.ma in general) is not at itself'
proof that the chorus 1s both lntegral with
the action and also that particular element which
allows or embodies that transformation.
~

18 over twice

tar more complex.

8S

~

long aa th. O.T., and is

Like the O.T. there 1s no

wasted dialogue or action.

And the two playa
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are equally

etfecti~e.

I would posit that it

1s Sophocles' chorus which takes the place of
divere sub-plata, tens of actors, and elaborate
plot structure.
The chorus draws together and givea meaning
to elements which would not otherwise be in
harmony.

It provides the only explanation of

certain attitude. and attitude changes by the
protagonist.

It is

tol~

to Oed1pua and provides

one extreme at the moral conflict that is the
driving force and real meaning ot the- play.

!he

chorus hal ass1gned to 1t a little over one fifth
of the linea.

Their odes are so positioned as

to break the play into six distinct division.
which might be considered parallel to our acts.
But they are not really acts, and the chorus
doea not merely signal the end at a segmentj
1t 1. par-t at the role of the chorus to add to
and gain by the segment 1t succeeds, and to
prepare

in

advance for the action which follows.

The chorus often till the role ot actor,
but they are always more, and leg1timately
Shake.peare

~ust

80.

carefully bulld hi' stairway

to the universal, because he must make a C8S.
tor 1ts presence; Sophocles caD take a more
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direct path.

~hakespeare

cannot be so conciae aa

Sophocles; he baa to weave hi. background and

tramework, aDd this often neceasitates the use
ot material 1rrelevant to the theme of the play.

Tb1. 1. not to say that dophocles 1s the better
playwright, but only that, though the two men
finish w1th equally powertul v1siona, they are
quite different in tbeir approach, and that

differenc. must be understood and appreciated
in order to .ee Sophocles aa be 18.

A play

of Hamle1'. complexity and oiroumlocution would

be a. unthinkable to Sophcclea a. a d 1rect and
open ramlllarity With tbe unlveraal world would
be to 8hake.peare.

Sophoclea can be and 1s d1rect-

'through the use of the choruB--and Shakespeare

cannot be and 1s not direct, because he lacka

the oulture and peculiar vision ot life whicb
permit. a tragic chorus.

TWO & TBi

~

Q! THE CHORUS

But wit, abstracted from its effects upon
the hearer, may be more rigorously and
philosophically considered as a kind ot
d1scordla concor&; a combination of dis
similar images, or discoYery of occult
resemblances 1n things apparently unlike.
Of wit, thua defined, they h$.e more than
enough. The moat heterogeneous idees are
yoked with violence together ••••
(Johnson's Life or Cowley)

-

I

Poetry may well be. aa Cleanth Brooks sug.
geats in The Well Wrought Urn, the language of
paradox.

The Oed ipua Tyra.rmua lllustra tes thill

proposit1on in the fullest sense at the word
IJpoetry~;'!

Not only 1s the l&nguage of the play

couohed in terms of paradox and contrast, but
the dramatio action at the play faithfully
reflects or 18 reflected by that language.
It the conflict is between the absolute divine
law

or

the chorus and the heroic nature of Oedl

pua, for example, we ere forced to soe that at
the aSlle time the divine l'aw lIlust

'll

win ll While

the rationalistic human law must not 108e.

And

within the scope of the over-all conflict there
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1.

8

complex of inter-related themes and images

which reiterate the tr&gic conflict on many dif
ferent levele and with cODstently modulated themes.
Theae thematic variations all have some influence
on the development of the major conflict. and
playas well on each other in the same

~anner

aa

Johnson accused the metaphysical poets of working.
Tr~gedy

1s indeed looking in all directions at

the same time. as Joyce comments in the Portrait,
and each direction of sight is apt to modify

the receiVing organ in a different manner--hence
the multlfarlou8 permutatlon& wrought within
the QBslc language of th& tragedy.
80me of the paradox 18 well known as the

Itlight-dark,": "blindness-sight'! imagery.

Basic

to the plot is the paradox of the well... mind,ed

messenger from Corinth who, reminding us at a
certain !'person from Porloak; ': brings only
destruction.

A partial list of worde, image.,

and ideas Which in the course of the play change
into their

o~p08ites

followss
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Safety-destruction
Fortune-misfortune
Birth-destruction
Fltting-unritting
Hope-futility

Justice-injustice

Appe&rance-reality
"Marriage-no marriage"
Death-relea.e
War thy-unwort.hY
"Wire-no wife"
Beet-vorst

Time, &s good and bad
Ambivalence of lIequal"
Natural law-human nature

II

Prologue and Parodos

Ll. 1-215

A prologue need not be expository, and was
derined by Aristotle simply

a8

that part of the

tragedy Which precedes the parada..

The play

begin. with the greeting at Oedipus to tbe group
,of people kneeling at the shrine before his
pals: ce: "My child rena

It

Oed ipus i., as a good

king, father to all bis people.

He establishes

the backgl'"ound of the citizens {and of the curae
which 1. part of the story of Oedipus, though
not particularly .mphaaized by Sophoclea),5

by hi. reference to Cadmus, the founder of Thebes.
Oedipus haa come himself to discover their
wishe., rather than send1ng SOmeone else.

Aa

he makes a point ot this him••lf, 1t is clear
that by this action Sophocles would have him
seen ae a "good

II

ruler, a man who haa a real
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and personal concern tor the welfare of his
people.

Thi. concern for the city 1s apparent

throughout the play, until Oedipus discovers
that the an8wer to the city's problem is the
answer to his own; then the city and the plague
fade from the surface of the drama.
Oedipus is the "all-renownea" ruler, and
he 18 proud ot his reputation, just as he i8
proud of his power.

He asks the citizens around

the altar whf they are supplicating hl!,

a~

assumption which, while true, i. unusual enough
to warrant a cl08e watch on the maD.
will appear again shortly.

And this

He pledge. to do

all that he can to help his suppliants for, a8
he later 'says to Te1reaiaa (314ft) t "To help
a~l

men with all you have and you can do 1s the

very beat of labours."
The Priest and citizens have come to ask
Oedipus for help against the plague.

He has

rid the city of sutfering before, and the advice
of a tested man is always more valuable than
that of another 1n this Bart of situation.

But the attitude of the Priest 1s not entirely
b sed on good sense; to the people of '!hebes
Oedipus i8 more than ruler.

The Priest makes
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& point ot claiming that he is not asking Oedl

pua tor help

&8

he would pray to a god, nor for

the same purpose, but his words belie his stated
attitude:

Not now equalling you to the gods do I
BOr these children sit at your hearth,
but Judging you the f1rl·t of men in lire's
events, and in the d&alings with the gods.
<:~1-34)

This is what he laye, but in view of his first

word., those above do not convince.
Oedipus, mQat powerful ot my country,
you aee us here of varied &8e8 around
these your altars •••• (14-16)
The key phrase i. "these your al tar•• ~'

or course

the altar 1s not ostensibly dedioated to Oedipus,
and the statement mean. 'these altars 1n front

ot your palac•• ~
the ambigUity.

But there is no way to dodge
t

is also clear tbat these

particular altars are to be paralleled ,,1th
lithe twin shrine. of Palla. a.nd ••• the oraclegiving embers of Ismenus,lI at which other groups
pray "like-wreathed."
the heaVy

alliter~tlon

Along with this evidenc.,
of the Greek

(~~oLaL ~ot,

aot, ), drawing attention to the phra•• , showa
that the attitude of the priest towards Oedipus
18 very close to that of a

worlbi~p.r

to & god.
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And it is a fact th3t Oedipus in ridding the city
of the

~ph1nx

had performed something close to

a miracle:

You released U8--just come to Cadmus' city-
from the toll which we furnished to the h9.rsh songstress:
and this, e~en, with no knowledge from us
nor anything taught; but with the aid of the god,
it 1s thought and said, you righted our life.

(35-39)
Aid or no aid, it 1s
city.

Oedi~us

who aided the

When the wheel comes full circle, much

later, the chorus will say that it 1s Oedipus
who has also put the city to sleep.
O.ed ipus 1s

concerned more for hiS city than

for himself; in this, as in all else, he is the

m.an of action.
But know that I h&ve wept much,
and have traveled many roads in wandering thought.
And h3ving well considered, I found only
one remedy:
this I rave done.
(66-69)
He doesnlt give time to i61e thought or 8UPPO
sition.
Creon

wben the Priest has caught sight of

~eturn1ng

from the oracle and begins to

muse on the possible contents of the

~essage,

Oedipus stops all conjecture with a curt, "Soon
we ahall know.

1I

And Oedipus 1s also the aan of knowledge.
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He knows all that the Priest relates to him about
the plague on the city.
unknown.

It is

One of the best

1/

II

known , and not

1l1ustr~.=ttion·s

of

Sophoclean irony lnvolves the verb lito know."
The perfect form of a second root of

opaw

(to

see) 18 olba , which 1s used as a present and

means ItI know.

It

1I0edlpua lt is made of

otbtw , to swell) and

~o~G(foot).

otbL-(from

The similarity

of ot6L-to otbais not accid.nta~, and i ' devel
oped as a metaphor for someth1ng like 'the preaent
situation.

I

I~

look at my feet' would mean that 1

am too busy looking at something in particular
to notice any other or larger issue.
uses it in th18 way at 1. 130.

Creon

Oedipus thlnk.

he 'knows hi. own foot,1 that be knows what 1.
going on around him.

He pride. himself on his

knowledge, but never until the end does he under
stand the real meaning of both the facts of the
murder and his birth and of his
are represented by

~ou,

mort~litJ;

both

,which 18, despite the

metaphor, a physical and mortal thing.

(A reading

of the play and the riddle shows countless yari
atlona on teia one figure).
'ifuen Creon enter•• Oedipus muat work to find
the nature ot the Oracle, and he uses the same
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_techniques that later both bliDd Oedipus to the
facts and antagonize the "witnesses
forward the action.

II

while they

The interview with Creon

1s a harbinger of the interviews whicb follow

between Oedipus and Teiresias, the Messenger trom
Corinth, and the Eerdsman.
Creon introduces clearly the theme of for
tune, "tuX'}_

When Oedipus asks what new. he hal

brought f rom th
_ e orac1 a, CreOD answers. "Good.
for things hard to bear, if they chance ('tuXo L )1
to come out/in the end set right. all will call
good fortune (

E~"tuX£iv

)." TuX'l

i8 probably

the single most important word in the play. and
at the same time it is the most difficult to
exactly define.

It is in good

originally came to the city of
1s T6X~

~6XQ

Cad~u.

that Oedipus
(52); it

who. Oedipus claime as his mother (loBo)-

a fortune which gives gOOd; and yet it is the
natural result of this force which eventually
destroys him.

It is part of a complex Which

includes time, fortune, and justice; torces which
form the core and rationale of the resolution
of the conflict.

In the play it stands for what

we would call luck, for the fayour of the goda,
and for the natural flow of things

&8

illustrated
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by the concept ot the wax and wane of the seasons.

With Creon's information, Oedipua decides
to act: be will Itlight this anew. 1I

He concludes

his final speech of the prologue with a nod to
the aid of the sods. but he first states clearly
that:
Not on behslf or aome tar-off friend,
but to~ myselt I shall disperse thia defilement.
For whoever murdered might very well
wreak vengeance on ~e with the same sw1tt hand.
helping the murdered King, I help myself.
(137-141)
And his tinal word. are both bold and ominous:

I w1ll do all; tor either in good tortune,
'11th the aid ot the god, ve will bring this to ligbt,
or in dls~8ter.
(145,6)

rh1s, then. 1s Oedipus.

Bernard Knox char

acterizea hi. in many roles; in the course of
the play he 1s a hunter, bunting for the unknown
murdered of Laius; he is the bunted; he is the
helmsman of the city, steerlng it through its
aea of troubles, though he does not understand
"into wha.t a sea of terrible events" he him••lt
will come; he is the cultivator of the resource.
of the land, presuaably, but also of hi. mother;
aa physician he w111 help the citizens it they
w111 minister to their own d18ease.
he 1s involved in

mat~t1cal

Finally,

imagery and method,
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and he is portrayed as well in the role of a legal
prosecutor.

5edipUB is the pertect Greek citizen

or Renaissance man.

And beside these qualities,

be is a tender man; he loves his children and
hie people.

He 1s completely selfless.

His com

plete confidence 1n himself 1a easily caught
by others, as both the prologue and the third
staeimon witness.
The parodos, beginning at 1. 151, muat haTe
been an intricately staged and awe-inspiring
religious procesaion.

The stage has been emp

tied, and the chorus files in executing tormal
d~nce

motioDs appropriate to their eong.

This

ode is the longest in the tragedy, and serves,
in

one primary function, to introduce the ohorus

and tho,se ideas which are to be oppoaed to Oedi
pus' actions.

In thls parodos are included all

the importe.nt them•• and images thus far intro
duced, a. well as most which will be later seen.
But the ode is a hymn and a poem in its oWn
right.

It is unified and, of course, lyrical;

it 18 clear and meaningful even
erence to the rest of the play.

withou~

ref

'?hough it can

be read alan., howeTer, the meaning of the poe.
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18 8iven a wider range and greater depth in the
context of the play and ita

dra~atic

conflict.

And from the opposite point of view, the play
1s itself more

~eaningtul

and effective because

of this ode, and because of the ataslma in gen
eral.
The parodos 1s constructed in three thematic
sections whioh divide nearly along the

natur~l

pauses between the ant1strophe and the following
strophe.

The first part 18 an invocation. the

second sets forth the grounds for the prayer,
and the third part i8 a prayer for div1ne action.
As 1n a well-construoted sonata-allegro movement
(the first

move~ent

the thematic

of a concerto or symphony),

~aterial

is presented first, then

developed, then ooncluded 1n recapitulation.
The cur10us fact about the 1nvocation 1s
that 1t 1s addressed primarily to the oracle,
which Creon has Just brOUght from the pr1estess
of Apollo at Delphi, and Which the chorus have
not yet beard.

The first atrophe

ends with this message.

~1nce

~.ginB

and

Apollo 18 the

god whose epecial province 18 prophecy (law
and order), the chorus addresses him
the source of the message.

&8

well,

As seen in th1a
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strophe, Zeue is the

ultl~ate

father of the

message, but it comes directly trom Apollo.
And

since the oracle is that part of divinity

Which, like the top fifth of an iceberg, ia
tangible to mortals, it is the direct object
of the invocation of this hymn.

In fact, Just aa

Athena 18 both a charac,ter and the quality at
good aense and Cleverness in the Odyssey, 80
we can 8ee from this strophe that not only does
the message come trom Apollo, but it 1s the aa.e
thing &a Apollo.

It 1s the "daughter of golden

Hope, Me,SBage eternal. It

In this senae, "hope II

is the mother of the message because it 1s through
hope that Creon was sent to the oracle; the hope
that he would learn bow to dispel the plague.
And

the da,ughter at IIhope .ll' 1B IIhope" as well;

the

or~cle

represents the hope and faith of the

chorus in the wisdom of the gods.

This ia What

the oracle stands for, and this 18 why the chorus
later in the play w111 lament to Zeus:
Your oracles, already are ignored,
And nowhere is Apollo shining in honour:
Divinity wanders haltingly about.
(2nd Staa. 40-42)
The

orac~es

divinity.

are the only tangible evidences of
When the hope represented in them
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1s betrayed, then what proof 1s there 1n uni

versal law and order: "Why should I dance?u
Reference 1s also made 1n this strophe to
the fear of the chorus.

This is not a confusion,

as WhltmAll would have us believe.

There 1s

nothing yet to conruse the chorus.

The awe

with which they stand betore (the statue at?)
Apollo 18 a re11giousand reverent fear.

The

Chorus cannot se. into the future, but their com
menta clearly refer to a certain necessity in
the patterns ot futurity.

The talk about the

revolving Beasons, the' inevi tab.11ity of the pas
sage ot ttme, 1s to be an important theme in the
following odes, and in the action of the drama:
("Against your will. all-seeing Time has found
you;1I 4th Stas. 28).
The first antistrophe continues the Invo
catton.

Apparently the gods called on by the

chorus for help are traditional tor such a prayer •
They call on Athena, the patron godde89 of Athens,

.

and her slster Artemla. Whom the choruB call the


Though thls play ostensibly takes place in
Thebes, clearly Sophocles baa created a familiar
Thebes tor hie au~lence; whether consciously or
not--as in this prayer to Athena--hl. Thebea
18 much 11ke Athena.

...
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"guardian" of our land.

Artemis 1s the goddess

of chastity, but in her complex of roles she
has also been the goddess of child-birth and

ot youth in generAl.

She, therefore, 1. a goddess

well wo,rth worship in

8.

time when the y,outh are

well as the older citizen. and at the

dying as

same time child-birth baa ceased.

Apollo 1., of

cour.e, the god of Law and Order and divine

jUB

tic.; he alao represent. wlsdcm and me4,1cine,
and he would be an automatic object of prayer.
Th~

invocation ends v1tb a forwula calling

upo~

the goda to help a8 they have helped, before.
It is lnterest1.ng to no,te, that Oedipus 1, asked
to help by the Priest for exactly the seme reason (41ff.).
The second part of the parodos sets the grounds
for the prayer ot
for help.

ln~ocatlon

and the final prayer

The choruB lament the lack ot s .pear

for defence in their thoughts.

Traditionally.

thi8 would refer to the special domain of Athena.
They 8ing of the sterility of the landl
Neither aeed are produced
From the glorious Earth, nor children I s birth.
End the labour shrieks of women. (17-19)

Thia i8 the proper area of Artellia.
disease

OD

" a ll Illy

help of Apollo.

Ancl

the

host" can b. tended by the
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The second antletrophe ot the parodos repeats
and enforces.

rlbere the strophe began "0 Lire:

Without number are these sorrow. I bear,1I the
antlstrophe begins IIBy such, w'1thout n\lJJ.ber,
the city d1e••

11

From diseaae and sorrows to the

more absolute and striking Image of the death
of the entire city, the antlstropb• •harpen.
images and builds the terror 01' the plague tirst
introduced by the Priest.

1'be last

line,s

ot

tbe seoond antl.troph. also are the beginning

ot the tinal prayer; with theae things aa causea,
"0 go'lden daughter of Zeue,/Send the fair face

ot resl.tanc••.•• "
Who or what is the golden daughter of Zeus?
The daughter of Zeus, i8 specifically Athena in
line 8, but gold 18 part of the image of Pytho
and the oracle.

And, actually, the chorus here

are most probably a4dresslng themeelve. once
again to the mesaage, which was, after all, the
subject of the hymn's invocation.

Jebb 1. abso

lutely silent on this point, and Sheppard .akea
the obvlous comment: Athena Ills the Daughter of
Zeus, because we are to be moved by the reminis
cence of 151, 159 ( 1 t8) : ahe 1s 'golden I to
recall 'golden hope. III

But, beside the fact

that gold is only used in reference to the
oracle and the hope which it represents, we must
notice that the message, 11ke Athena, 18 eternal;
in other words, the message is divine, and only
the gods are divine:

The father of all the

div1n1t1es is Zeus, and the message 1s called
a daughter.

Theretore, 1t 1s altogether -·po.aible

tor the golden daughter of Zeus to be the message.
It 1s actually a daughter at Zeus, and it 18
actually the object of the invocation.

Since

the divinities 1n the Oed1pus Tyrannua are more
conceptual than actual, the might at Athena
becomes lea. the atrength at ateel than the abil
ity to stand up under the torture and terror
of the plague.

And in this case, the might comes,

once again, from the hope which 1s the message
tram Delphi.

It 1s only fitting, and artistically

ett.ctiye, that as the hymn began with the message

ot Zeus, so the tinal prayer tor aid should
also begin wlth the appeal to the basic giver-
the Jmowled.g.• and courage they desire--to the
eternal prophecy, lithe golden daughter at Zeus.

1I

The tinal prayer is to send Area, the ltflre_
bearlng g.od" of the plague, away from Thebes.
The cherus hope that Zeus will back up what he
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has sent 1n the

or~cle,

and rid the land of

"tha.t god unhonoured by the gada."

And, f1 tt1ngly,

as the hymn called in the first section on the
patroness of the land (Thebes-Athens), it ends
1nvoking the god in whose festival the choruB
now dflnces.

The lmagery of the ode is lIlost strikingly
that of fire and l1ght.

In the first antiatrophe

the- chorus aaks for the three "Averters of death •••

(to) shine torth ( 1tpocpaVfl't£

) on me wlth care.

Th1s shining 18 developed in two waye, and 1.

opposed to the single-fold blazing fir. of the
plague.

'l'bi. tire, lithe

blazing ot sorrow.,11

1s the irresistable tire wbich i . a metaphor
tor the dying people, who, rush Ill1ke well
feathered bird,." taster than the f-lre, to Hades.
And 1 t

1e this fire- which burns the chorus, at

their encounter with Ares.
But the

~lre

of the plague 1s opposed both

by the knOWledge which the three avertera of
death oaD shine forth (243, 790), and by the
actual tire ot Zeus, who 1s also a fire-bea.ring
god.

The chorus ask tor the "blazing torches

at d1vine Artemis," and tor Bacchu8 to IIdko8.w

II
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near blazing/As an ally, with hie bright-burning/
Torch, against that god

unhonour~

by the gods.

1I

Closely tied in with the fire and light
imagery, the hunting-military metaphor lende
en urgency to the
action.

fo~warding

of the dramat1c

The prieet first introduces the theme at

line 56:
For & mighty ship or tower 1s nothing
empty of men, with no one inside.
At 108 Oedipus ask. about the murderers of La1us:
And where are they on tn1a earth? waere shall be found
the ever-dimming track o£ the ancient gUilt?
The traoking of the quarry, the instruments ot
war and derence--all theee are developed in the play
and often by the ehol"Us.
lan.

1I

Artemis.

of defence. It

They callan the

II

guard

They complain of a lack of a "spear
Of course theae ere needed, because

their adversary 1s !lAres the might,., who nov
without bronzeD shield/Burns me, amidst shout.,
at his encounter."
is not forgotten.

Ares· role as the god of v"r
The ode ends with an appeal

to Bacchus to draw near as an "a111,

II

to bring

hla fir. against the fire of the plague.
Tbough all these are complete, aa it were,
within

t~e

poem, they also all have reference

to images which have gone before and those which
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will follow.

And it is not only by reference

to lines or single

im~ges

that the parodo. i8

vitally connected with the dialogue.
strophe"

The .econd

tor example, virtually repeats that

part of the Priest's first speech in which he
describes the etfect of the plague on the crop.
and on the women and on tbe cattle.

Whereas

at the beginning we accepted the description

of the plague with little

e~otional

reaction,

When the situation is descrlbed by the chorus
we actively react.

Tbe Priest bad said what

wa. happening, the chorus makes ua
attitude.

~eel

their

Aa opposed to the matter-of-fact

speech of the Priest, the chorus can present a
sustatned image With & far-reaching eftect.
The choruB apeak, for example, in line 1"

of

lithe suf'fering having rushed upem the city."
This is elaborated, and then the second strophe
closes with the image of the lives, "llke we11
feathered birda,/Ruab1ng faster thaa irresistible
fire,/To the brink of the Western god."

The

plague rushe. upon the city, and the results
of the plague rush to Hades.

A simple picture,

ita-total effect is to call attention to itself.

By eo doing, it succeeda in dramatizing a
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situet10n that dialogue, with its relative infor
mality, cannot successfully accomplish.
This is the most crucial role of the chorus
in the parodos, and throughout the drama.

Dia

logue is snappy, it allows faster and more
plausible exposition a.nd dramatic action than
e. formal chorua.

But it has limita.tions.

Dia

logue has rarely succeeded in transcending its
own medium to a universal. formal. and therefore
more significant (in term. ot the breadth of
emotional respon•• and understandlns) level at
coamunlcation.

And 1n thoe. rare occasions when

dialogue does reach tbat level. such aa Lear·s
great outburst on the heath, the audience i.
perfectly aware that no man could eTer talk
that way; that thia 1n effect is a revelation
in the man ot

aometh~

greater than man.

Thereby are reTeale4 new and more magnificent
reaches.

This 1s exactly the role played by

Sophocles t chorus in the Oedipua Tyrannua. and
particulerly in the paredos.
From the beginning of the prologue the two
force. which are to clash

80

resoundingly have

been presented as they essentially are.

While
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Oedipus haa claimed that he will do all, will
brl~g

the murder to light, the chorus put their

faith in the divine.
p081tion of both.

This 1s the consistent

Oedipus, as will b. apparent,

i8 respected and loved by the chorus, as he 1s
by the Priest and citlzena.

The chorus, however,

never lose their essential devotion and trust
in the divine.

The chorus i. here in awe of

the torce. represented oy the oracle, but 1t i.
neither confused nor dee. it express the
what confused more-lit.y ot

th~

lI

bourgeoi.1e.

aome
1I

The.1r beliefs are a. logical and strong tor them
a. Oed1pus· .elt-confidence 1s right tor him.
Oedipus has proof of his own ability, and with
res-son does he make h is claims; the chorus. &s
seen so far. may well reapect him. but they believe
in and are supported by the longer absolute reli
gious tradition which eventually dominate. the
moral framework of the play.

IlL

First Episode aDd Stasi.on LI. 216-912
The parodos i8 a hymn; a formal and elo
quent paean.

Aga1nat that fabric Oedipus enters

You pray: and tor your wish, if you wl11 listen
clesrly to my words and serve your aicknese,
you could be helped and lifted from your woes.
(216-218 )

The choruB has prayed to divinity, Oed1pul answers.
He 1s a stranger to the murder, but he will speak
out.

He calls himselt an ally ot Apollo and ot

the slain King.

He will

II

reach to everything.

searching to seize the very murderer. II

The

chorus steadfastly refuses the implicat10ns ot
hie speech, and express their trust in Apollo:
Sinc. you put me under a curse, Lord,
I shall ~peakj tor 1 neither killed nor caD polnt to him
who did. And tor the question, it is tor Phoebus,
who sent it, to apeak about who did this deed.
(276-279)

They are commiLted to the belief 1n the gods that
they expressj they are loyal to Oedipus and want
to help him as much as they can, but their real
hope ls 1n Phoebus.
love of the god,s.

There is no question of a
Gods are too distant, too

power't'ul; they a.re immorta.l, and therefore they
have nothing to 10S8 by their actions.

The

chorus SUgg8St a consultation with Telresias,
not because they distrust or dislike Oedipus,
but because the old man is the IIsacred prophet •••
1n whom alone of all mankind 1s implanted Truth.
(56e Trans. note to 1. 284)

II
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when Teiresias enters, he and Oedipus begin
to argue.

me seer does not want to say what be

knows about Oedipus' connection with the murder
and the plague.

Oedipus does not anger from pride,

but because of the words by which Tairesias will
"dishonour the city. /I

Concerned with the welfare

of his city, Oedipus is naturally sensitiv. to
any plots against his rule; feiresiaa haa accused
him ot being a murdered, of committing incest,
and Oedipus can only think that the seer 1s lying
for the sake ot 80me plot.

Because of his earlier

dialogue with Creon, Oedipus alao feels that h1.
brother-in-law is involved (124, 128, 130).

And, as a tyrannuB, he 1s well aware of the nature
of such plots, though he himself did not gain
his power in the usual manner of usurpation.

His

,conclua ion, then, while frightenins, 1s not
unsupported.

o

wealth, and power, and craft above craft
rising in the rivalrlea ot life,
how much of envy is cont~ined in you
if because of this reign, which the city has given
into my hands, unasked for,
this Creon-the-true, the friend from the start,
haa come in secret, Wishing to throw
me out, sending this crafty imposter.
a scheming vagabond, Who for his gain
alone has eye., but in his cr~ft 1s b11nd?
(380ft'. )

Oe.a1pua is the

~atloDa.list;

he can see things
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onl~

in terllls of human 80mb! tion and ri va.lry.

He is a pragmatist who 1s a king, but be 1s a
king 'who 1s a tyrannuB, not a hereditary ruler,
and he sees all around him the ambition and

oraft wblch would normally b. his.

This 1s what

Oedipus has to draw on; h. is convinced of his

own intelligence and of Telresla_ ' past failure:
wnere are you a clear prophet?
Why, when the riddling watoh-dog was here,
did you not speak for release of these citizens?
And indeed, the riddle waa no,t
for chance declaration, but needed prophetic skill.
You brougbt no light before, having
knowledge from neither gods nor men; out I,
know-nothing Oedipus. stopped her,
hitting the mark with intelligence; not learning
trOll bird8~

(390f1'. )

It i_ both the glory and tragedy of Oedipus that

he did not and could not learn

trOll

birds.

still, after Teireslaa warns him that
shall be
replies

80

II

And

no man

miserably destroy,ed as you," Oed ipus

a. alwaya:

tllr I have saved the city,

it is no care to me.

II

(443)

Telrealas haa been called a traitor; Oedipus
has been accused of being the murderer of La1us,
of having committed incest with hi,s mother, and
h.

has been told of his future, When "blind. who

had sight,/a beggar, who had wealth, he shall
leave this land/reeling his way on the ground
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betore him with a 8tiek.

u

(454)

Against this

terrible turn of events the choruB sing their
first stasimoft.

Both of their respected leaders

have been badly treated.

Te1reslas represents all

that they believe, and Oedipus all that they
love and have trusted.

Their religloU8 faith

depends on What Teiresias represents, but the
worth of llvlng at all depends a great deal on
the nature of the man whom they loved and admired
80

long.

The pressure on the chorus causes the.

to reach a resolution which favour. Oedipus in
this stastaon, but it 1. a reeolution which i.
hastily reached and one Which cannot be held.
This ode i8 quite different trom the parodos
both 1n structure and tone; it is n:::>t a prayer,
but a meditation.

The first two stanzas are an

image of the murderer fleeing from the oracles,
and the last two expres8 their ree11ngs about

the argument between Oedipus and Teira.las.
BOth Jebb and Sheppard begin their

eom~ent8

on

this ode with the sa•• statement: IITeire8ia.a
haa just denounced Oedipus.

Why do not tha

chorus at once express their horror?1I
explains this in the light of
ance

wl~

custo~;

Jebb

uln accord

the conception of the chorus as

personified reflection, it

~ust

comment on all

that ha.s been most st.irring in the interval,lI
in that order.
to the ode.

He tberefore sees two main themes

Sheppard

a.d~ts

that the formal

order "corresponds to the order of the events
witnessed since 215: 11 but this 1s not the entire
explanation.

liThe chorus go back to the proble.

set by Apollo, not beca.u•• they are unmoved by
the la.st speeches of Telresias, but beca.use
they bav. not understood them."
No doubt, tbe chorus

~e

now oonfused, but

it 1s Just th8t which makes of the ode a unified

poem.

The second strophe and ant1strophe set

the grounds for the f1rst two stanzas.

They

speak of the results ot the oracl,e ftrat not
because they heard of the orecle before the argu
ment, but because the argument has made the results
of the oracle much more important to them.

Dur1ng

the second half of the ode the chorus chose to
be11eTe OedipuB in the light of
heard fro. Telresiaa.

wh~t

tcey have

If relreaias can be wrong,

it 1s dOUbly important that the oracle be very
right, and that it have the effects which the
choruB hopetully describe.
The first strophe of the steslmon reminds us

-
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ot .the parodos.

There, the chorus asked about

the nature ot the oracle, here they ask about
the object of the oracle, the hunted man.

It

1s & natural progression fro. the earlier od.,
and it tends to set that ode into a perspective

wh1ch we did not bave cetore.

The connection

1. established by the imagery.

In the ataalmon

the chorus have asked the various gods to help
with their fire against the fire of the plague;

here, they imagine Apollo leap1ng on the murderer
"Wi th tire aDd lightning.

to the first prayer.

II

This 1s the answer

In the first ode ve aaw

two types of tire, the destructive tire ot the
plague and the tire at the gods against the plague.
This. lat.ter fire becomes, in the etaS.illon, the

oracle 1tself, as lI'hope ll was the oracle in the

parodo.: "for flashing brightly troll the anowy
peaks fitting shines the word

'or

ParnaS8ua 'to

track down the unknown man in every way.

II

Thia

repeti tion of "tle.sh1ng ll intensifies the 1mage
and heightens it.

This, along with the heavier

rhythm of this ode, makes it seem auch more
ominous than 41d even the intricate parodos.
'llJe last word of the first strophe is heavy
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and powerful; the Fatea do not miss; the word
order demands a pause after the word " unerr ing.1J
Its etrect is to remind the audience that this
18 true in the normal sense, but, because of ita
,empha.,1a, it 1s also going to be true tor Oedipus.
The first antistrophe pictures the flight
of the
lI

~ugitive.

He 18 pictured as a bull

rag ing under the wild/Forest and

And amid rocks."

~

the caves/

Fie i& on "wretched foot,1I with

an obvious reference to the play on Oedipus' name.
He ls fleeing from the prophecy whlch 1tselr has
issued from the omphaloa of the earth, the oracle
at Delphi, but cannot escape.

The prophecy,

11ke the counsel of tested men, i8 rlalwaya living."
Ironically, both the prophecy, which is always
living, and the counsel of

Oedipus, which 1s

moat alive because of his past action, are accurate
and w111 both be effective and fulfilled.
Here also, the hunting metaphor 1s continued
with the image of tt-e running bull. and the Fates
who chase w1th no missing.

The oracle tells-

the people lito track the unknown man."
will b. amDllfied in the

fo~lowlng

This

episode,

especially 1n Oedipus' speech, 53Bff., where
he talks about Creon's treachery "stalking up
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on hill. II
It Is not until the second strophe of the
.taa1moD that the chorus mentione the quarrel
which 1s the basis of the intens1ty or the first
half of the ode.

Teirealas stirs them UP. but

IItor what I shall S8,y, I aID at a 10S8. 11
"flutter with hope. II

They

In view of the connotation

of flight and hovering (Parodoe, 20; 1st. StaB., 18),
the future of their hope seems insecure.

Like

most of the thematic words ot the play, its progress
1s pejorative.

The chorus try to aake sOlle sense out at the
argument between Oedipus and Telres1as, but cannot

think ot any feud between the

II

son of Polybus,1I

whom they think 1s Oedipus, and the Labdacidae.
Ot course there is none; Oed1pua himself 1s one

ot the Labdacldae.

Because they cannot thlnk

of any good reason tor Tetreaias' indictment,
and because they admire
gOI

Oedipus, they will not

ag,ainst Oed lpus; he will he·ve the beneti t

ot the doubt.

Once the chorus reach that

of reasoning, they are ready to go

~;

.t~ge

they

begin to question even the medium of the proph

ecles, the seers:
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But in truth Zeus and Apollo have intelligence
and the deeds ot men
Know; but that of men this seer baa greater
power than me,
There is no power of decision, though in wiadon
A man might surpass the wisdom of another. (28ff.)
This i8 not an easy step tor the choruB, who
roust believe in the oracles, and thus in the seers,

but it does show their attitude towards Oedipus,
and it is the foundation for the terrible strain
Which

t~ey

will later feel when they learn the

truth:
For visibly against him came the winged maid
Once, and be wae shown wlse in the test, and
dear to the city;
For this, in my .
Heart, he shall never be liable to the name
ot evil.
(34-36)
Yet they will learn that he i8 base.
eerves, primarily,
absolute

great~ese

8S

This ode

a measure, first, at the

of Oedipus and, secona, of

the depth of hie fall and 1. ta ,ensuing oompleteness.

IV
Second Episode and Stasimon LI. 513-910
First KommoR
The entrance of Creon just after the first
steelmon addea new element to the play.
is the humanist-rationalist who i8 opposed

Oedipus
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~hematicelly

by the absolutist orientation of

tbe chorus (and of the moral framework of the
play).

Creon belongs to neither camp; be 1s

what we would call a middle-of-the-roader; he
neither proposes nor denies, but lives according
to what he sees around him.

He makes l1ttle

reterence to matters moral or religious.

he

believes in the "all nouriahing/fire of the lord
the sunil and in the pur1ty of the "earth and

holy rain.

II

(1425ff.)

ot.nee of tbe goda,

He believe8 'in the omnip

thou~h

hia faith 1s more or

less perfunctory in tone, and that life 1s more
or less aubjeot to the Whims of the gods, or chance.
(1523)
Jebbls characterization of Creon 1s different
from this.

That he is "a DIan of so,mewbat rigid

nature, and essentially me.tter-of-fact,1l is fair.

But Jebb goes further, and rune into trOUble.
IIIn his reasonable indignation, he baaes his argu

ment on a calculation ot interest (583), insiating
on the substanoe in contrast w1th the show of
power, as in the Antiaone his vindication of
the written law ignores the unwrltten.

r1

Having

made the leap to the Antigone, Jebb goes even
further:

54

Hi. blunt anger at a positive wrong i.
softened by no power of imagining the mental
condition in which 1t w::.s done. ife cannot
allow for the tumult which the seer's
terrible charge excited in the mind of
Oed1pu. more than for the conflict of
duties 1n the mind of Antigone.
(Jebb's note to Ll. 513ft.)

Creon ( Kpfwv) 18 a term ot honour: king, lord,
master.

That in the three plays of Sophocles'

"Oedipus cycle" there is a Creon 1s no proof
that the character 18 the same.

Jebb does not

me,ntion the Creon of the Oedlpu.8 at Colol1ua,

though be bas no trouble 1n using the Oedipus
of the Antigone to explain the Oedipus
Oedipus T¥rannua.

He

d08S

ot

the

not mention Creon

1n the O.C. because there he ia a difterent man
~rom

the other two plays.

In fact, 1n this

play there is little delineation of character
of Creon.

Where the Creon of the other two

playa 18 often autocratic and overbearing, 1n
tbe

o. T.

he i,8 only sinoere and humble.

W.

sympathize with his 1ntelllgence--hl& 11f. is
enviable--and we certainly do not feel that he

is interested only in h1mself and that he 1.
completely insensitive to tbe feelings of others.
Sophocles' emphasis is rather on his recognition

of his position and his complete satlgfactlon.
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Were he the sort of man that both Oedipus and
Jebb would make him out to be, then he would
ba~e

taken advantage of the kingdom at any

number ot points, and he would have used hi.
power over Oed1pus at the end in less considerate
ways.

In tact, he is not that kind of man, aa

a good part of the play 1s expended to prov••
Creon is so tar from being 8imply indignant
that he 1s willing to give up his 11fe if he has
harmed Oedipus in any way:
For 11' in theee
event. he thinks to have suffered anything from me
pointing in eitber word or deed toward harm,
then I ha~e no yearning in thls life tor long years.

(515-518 )

wIlen Oedipus passes out from his house, he
is surprised to see Creon there, and be angrily
lists accusations against Creon that apply exactly
to himself.
trOll

Creon only want. to clear himself

these false cbarges, but Oedipus will give

hi. no opportunity:
~e,

CR:

First hear this from

aa I ahall explain:

OE:

Do not tell this to me, that you are not
evil~
(547,548)

Creon claims, as did Teiresias, the rigbt of
equal speech:

1100

you know what you are, doing?

Against your speech hear equal/reply_

And then,
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UDderstand lng. JUdge tor yourself.

II

Oed1pua

1s lees than reasonable in h1s reply: "You are
marYeloue in speech, but I am bad at learning. II
Throughout this dialogue Oed1pu.' tone 1. sar
castic and insult1ng, and Creon i8 reasonable,
aware of his pos1tion, and solicitous of
Oedipus f a~pearance and well-being.
It takes the intervention of Jocasta and
the chorus to convince Oedipus. ln the first
kommos, to giTe up bis accusations.

The first

line of the kommos str1kes a new note in the
tr9.gedy = "B. persuaded. consent. and bave under..
standing, Lord, I b •• eech you.
shown lacking.

II

Oedipus has been

He did not understand Creon's

earlier speech:
It 1s unjust both to think evil men falsely
good, or good men, in the same way, eT11.
To cast away a good friend 1s equal. I say.
to doing the same th1ng with your life. which
1s moat loved.
But 1n time you w1ll know these things w1thout
a 8l1p,
aince time 8.1.one reveals a good man;
though you could know an evil man in just one
day.
(61l-615)
The chorus then i8 asking Oedipus. the man who
solved the riddle ot the Sphinx, to be wise and
understanding.

Their purpose 1n pleading for

Creon again is based on their belief 1n diVinity;
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their wish 1a IInever to ca.st a friend under oath/
Unhonoured; by unknown reports, into gUilt.

II

Oedipus accuses the chorUB of being 1n league
w1th Creon, and they reply aa Creon did:
No, by the god who stgnds before all the gods,
Heliosj sinee godless, friendless, whatever 1s the
worst
Y~y I die, it I have this idea:
But now the land decays in terrible fate;
This hur~. my soul, a.nd also if evils on evila
Are heaped, f~o. you two to those of 10~ ago.
(9ff.)
Creon's oomment, shortly thereafter, is reyealing:
You a.re shown hateful in yield tllfi; but rtolent,vGlISver
your passion goes too far. And nature. like this
are themselves, with rea.on, hardest to bear.
(19-21)
The kommoa ends with the statement of the chorUB

that they would be insane if they were to forsake
Oedipus.

Jocasta tries to set her husband's mind

at rest, convincing him that since her child
had been killed on 01thaeron, he could not
possibly have killed Lalus.

She exults over the

apparent lack of validity of the earlier oracles:
Apollo failed to bring to pass for him
to become the slayer of' his father; nor tor Laius,
the terrible thing which he feared, to be killed by
his soni
thus did messages of the seers determine.
No longer give them heed; for what the god
searches to use, he will easily bring to light
(72l-725 )
At this revelation, Oedipus begins to understand
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what is happening: liAs I hear this, vite,/what a
wandering soul and excited mind I haY6= II

And

he asks about Laius, and about his trip, and he
expl~ins

to Jocasta why he feels as he does.

The one hope he feels he has left depends on the
number of men who killed Laiua; Oedipus will

eeDa

for the servant who escaped. and question

him.

If this JOan still ola.ims that there were

several robbers, then despite the similarity of'
Oedipus' experience to Jocaeta's tale and the
report, he w11l not be gUilty at the murder of
the king (he is still unaware that La1us might
have been his

father~.

Jocaata speaks to reas

sure her husband, a counterpoint to his unrelieved
gloom:
And if he should turn a.way .from his early words,
o Lord, he caD never show the murd.er of La1us
to be right with the prophecy, since Loxias
said be was to dle by my child.
And indeed, that wretched one never
killed him, but he had perished before.
So, for seer-craft, I would
have sight neither to one sldeaor the other.

(851-858)
The following etaatmon 1s the credo of the
cho,rUB, and

it appea.ra when it is very much needed.

During this elpaode Oedipus has found his pos1tion
weaKening under him; his brother-in-law bas, aa
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he thinka, turned against him, his wife re-entorces
Teire.ias l earlier accusations about his being
the murderer, and the city is still in the throes

ot the plague.
untouched.

But Oedipus' philosophy is as yet

His concern is Btill with the right,

Wlth the best intere8t of the city.

Aa he 8&14

to Telresias (314,315), "to help all men with &11/
you hay. and can do 1s the very best ot labours, II
so he is still concerned first tor tbe city;

CRs

Then What do you Wish, to cast me out of the land?

OE:

1 want to kill you, not to let you

CR:

And thus you would show what sort of thing il envy?

O~:

Do you speak neither yielding nor comply1ng?

CR:

No, for I . e . your lack of aens ••

O~:

OR:

Enough for

But your nature 18 evil.

And if you perceive nothing?
One must nevertheless rule.

DE:
CRr

Not when you rule

OE:
OR:

m.~

It should be equally tor me.

OE:

CR:

t18.~

eVill1~

0 clty,

And my city

8S

city~

well, not yours alone.
(621ff. )

Can any cry b. more convincing thaD the last of
Oedipus, "0 city, cltyJl? AM any retort more
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poignant than Creonls, "And .y c1ty as well, not
yours alone lJ ?

This is all that Cedipus has to

show for his re1gn besides his wite and children
whom be

de~rly

lov.ea, but who must come arter the

primary responsibility ot the city.

When thia

decays or 1s threatened, so 1s Oedipus hurt or
destroyed.
The chorus have seen the

paradi~

of beroism

and greatne•• challenged by eVil; he has made
promisee reserved for the gods alone; be has
accused tbe representative

tal.e.

or

Apollo of being

They have seen Jocasta first doubt the

abaolute application of the oracle.. then chal

lenge their validity in general.
ot view of the chorus

&8

From the point

well as the aUdience.

the system of the world of the play 1. collapsing.
Oedipus i8 circling closer and clo.er to a truth

whlQh will completely destroy his world, and the
closer he gets the less there 1s that he can do
about it.

Around his one-track mind circle the

image of the furies and the oracle. &s well &s
his Own tested counsels.

We see that he carries

the city with him and the aympathiel of all.

But he seems to be acting very 11ke the unknown
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man ..who in the first eta-simon was "ranging Wloer
the wild forest and over the caves and amid rocks.

1I

The second ataaimon is the most beautiful
and moving of the lyric passages of this greatest
and most beautiful of tragedies.

Jebb 1s willing

to aee the ode &s not primarily directed towards
Oedipus. but Sheppard accepts the common and ob
vious relation of the ode's lmplled censure
for the Tyrannus as actual.

The main problem

ot the ode is its completeness within itself
a8 a poem.

It 1s both a beautifully lyric prayer

with no reference to what surrounds it, and 1t 1s
a withering COmEent on the relation of the char
acters to the play's moral tramework.
Aa a prayer, or more exactly a lament, the
04. baa three thematte sections, like 'the parodo>s.

The first section coincides with the first strophe,
and 18 a. simple prayer: "Hay my de-stlny let me bear/
Reverent purity in all speak1ng/And doing.1I
second section 18 1n two parts

~nd

The

includes all

of the first ant1strophe and pa.rt ot the second
strophe.

This section is a detinition of pride

( U~PL~ ); the first part describes pride which,
Ilif it sati9.te itself of much in vain ••• thrusts
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into necessity/wnere his toot is useless to use.

II

But there is also the pride which is the rivalry
of any great city; the competition which keeps
the city strong.
and valuable.

This sort of pride 1s nec•• Bary

The second part of the section

describes the pride which demands total

deetructio~

if a "man disdainfully goes in word or deed,/

or

unrearful
the gada.

II

Justice, nor/Worshipping image. of
The th1rd section 1s the final prayer.

till' auch deeds are honoured .lwby should I dance?"

The cborus pray that the decay of religion may
not escape the "ever-deathless reign" of Zeus,
for

II

nowhere 1s Apollo shining in honour!/Divinity

wa.nders haltingly about.

II

The poem, then, begins

with a prayer to d1vine law

(v6~0,

). gives the

grounds for that prayer--the result of excess
pride" 8.nd pra.ys' that the fs.tber of these laws,
Zeus, will not let them die.
Tbe conflict of the prayer is clearly
in the first stanza.
opposed to

mort~lity

Divine law

(v6~o,

or human nature

st~ted

) is

(~uaL'

).

This is the basis of the rest of the ode, as
well as of the entire play.
it never sleeps.

Divinity never dies;

Human beings do die and sleep.

They walk on four legs and two and three. with
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s1ngle voice.

When Oedipus answered the riddle

he cbaracterized man, and hlmse1t.

The entire

pattern of imagery 1n the play of time and
fortune further

expre5s~s

Sleep 1mplies humanity.

the temporality of man.

The chorus will say in

the fourth stae1n:on of Oedipus, that 'tAll-aeeing
Time has found you •.•• To speak uprightly, I re
vived because of you,/But now
my eyes in sleep.1I

I

have closed

Pride is also a human

attribute, and being such, 1t is a. chancy qua11ty_
Pride is tbe quality of a tyraonus, and moat
tyrannoi were not ideal rulers.

Pride, it it

goes too far, causee destruction; but who 1s to
say when it goes too far!

Oreon. has said earlier

to Oedipus, "You are shown hateful in yielding,
but violent, Whenever/your passion goe's too far.
(673-674)

II

A certa1n amount of passion is eVidently valuable,
for the chorus pray never to lose the good "r.1val ry
of the city.

And the line where rivalry becomes

excessive pride 1s never defined.
Applied to the context of the play, the
major 8tetement of the chorus here take. on a
startling significance.

Oedipus 1s a mortal.

He 1s not a bad tyrannus a.nd his natural pride

ll
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1. not exc•• sive as a ruler.

Oedipus rather

flts the other tatal m1stake; he goes too far in
the rivalry_

A sanction 11ke that would atop

most men from working to capacity, but the hero
could never control himself.

So it ls that man

who does the most tor the city, for the people,
who will naturally and tragically eros. the
undefined line.

He knows that it i8 there, but

if he observes the chance of its presence, then

he 1s more or Ie •• inactive and denies hla po
tential.

Oedipus i8 aware that be i8 taking a

chance all through the drama.

This is why he

will .make his famous statement that he 18 the
child of Fortune.

Being the man he is, the

only way that he thinks to e.cape the fate ot
any man who climb. too high, is to be lucky.
He knows his position 1s not

natur~l.

He 18 the

child, he says, of that fortune which gives good.
It 19 unobservant to say that Oedipus 1s unaware
o! the other quality of fortune; he knows what

he is doing.

The chorus here have given the

grounds for that knOWledge; they bave placed
what has gone betore and what will now happen
into a new and terrifying perspective, much
as the first staslmon.

But this ode bAs an
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.oven wid.r significance than the earlier poem.
This 1s the ultimate statement of the fate
which determines Oedipus' destruction.

Here his

end is certain, a8 is the fate of Jocasta, or
any heroic individual.who cannot stay within the
boundaries of nor.al existence.

This poem, with

aDd without the context, teaches that the great
II

go1den mean, II propounded by the Sophists and by

Creo~

in the play, mal

oe

safe, but it 1s not life.

Tbe city needs its rivalry to exist, and that
rivalry 1s always dangerous.

A man has to take

a chAnce to make hia l,it. worthwhile. the men
who take that chance are great men, all the
more great because of the probable result of
that chance.

When they lose their loss cannot

be questioned; they d.serve whatever they get
because they knew what they were getting into.
But this is the glory a& well as the tragedy
of man.

Bernard Knox eees it and expresses the

probl.m clearly:
The proud tr8,gic view of Sophocles sees
in the fragility and inevitable defeat
ot human greatneB8 the possibility ot
a purely human herois. which the goda can
DeTer attain, for tte condition of their
existence is eTerlaating vlctory.6
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III

Third Episode and otaslaon Ll. 911-1109

-Against the lmpact of the central .econd
ataslmon, the suppliant figur. of Jocasta stands
out in pathetic re11.-t.

She who ha.s blaspbemed

the truth of the oracles and therefore the very
gods themeelYes, who has called Apollo a liar,
in errect, now comes to pray to that god to save
the city from the pollution which was actually
the fault of her and of Laius.

Her prayer recalls

earlier lrr.agery, and most importantly the ship
imagery.

Oedipus has been compared betore with

the captain of a ship, but now the captain 1s
in panic.

The eraly picture of the ship ot state,

too much toss1ng lito raiae her prow frolll the
bloody'-w"aved tossing 88a. n was soon torgotten;

now, once more, the fearful plague 1s brought
to the attention of the audience, and once

~or.

tbey are reminded that outside this personal
tragedy 18 a disaster of the most horrifying
dimensions.

And, of course, with the usual

efficacy of Sophoclean irony, everything that

Joc8.sta prays tor is granted.
With the Messenger from Corinth i8 presented
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the play's comic relief.

He is no Falstaff, but

he nevertheless serves a comic need.

Of course,

he i8 not all sweetnes8 and light; 1n tact, the
garrulous old man Is the perfect example at the
tragi-comlc figure: the surface of his speech
is laugh provoking, the effect of hi. speech
is destruct10n.

Hi. opening lines set the tone:

Might I from you,

0

Strangers, learn wbere

1. the house of the tyrannu., Oedipua?
Or better yet, tell his present place, if you know Where?

The Greek 18 enlightening:

0" ka eno 1 Ill&: tho i.' ho pou1
ta tou turannou domat' .at1n 01drpQu,
mallata d'auton earat' kato1ath' hopou. 1

Ar' an par' hymO'n,

The

st.~dy

machine-gun rattle of the three line

endings cannot tall to make ita point.

Rere i8

the climax of the paradox at Oedipua' name; it
1s a terrible counterpoint to the surface banter
of the innocent messenger.

He Is a combination

at ColerIdge'. "Person on business from Porlock, II
and one of the messengers from the "Book of Job.

II

The puna on IIOedipus" would be rib-splitting, it
we dld not know about the meaning of that name.
The old saw about 'what's in a name?' here has
its fullest answer; the entire tragedy 1s in the
name of its hero.
The Messenger from Corinth predicta happiness
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tor the house a.nd husba.nd ot Jocasts., a.nd also

grief; we must be aware that all through the play
the

char~cters

they know.
wl1~

and the chorus speak more than

This is no exception.

Happiness

come. the plague will be lifted from the

city when the murder 1. solved; but of course
the solution at the murder will bring grief.
The founaetlon tor this dual reaction is already
apparent in the chorus.
Jocasta summons Oedipus to hear trom the
messenger that Polybus is dead.

In the light

of what Jocasta has said before, this seems to
be just more proof to Oedipus that the oracles

may not be accurate:
SO~

••• I~. then, wife, should one look
to the hearth of the Pythian eeer, or up to
screeching birds, by whose gUiding
I was to kill my father.
He l.s dead,
hidden under the ground, and I am bere,
without touching a weapon.

But Oedipus will not accept the proof without a
quallficat1on:

_e

Unless he va.ted
away longing for his son---then he would

died by I11e.
But tor the oracles as they ar., at least,
Polybus is in Hades, ~nd the worthless oracles are With him.
(964 "tf.)

He 1s still worried, however, by the second half
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of the oracle, that he still will 11e with his
mother.

Joc~sta

tries to ease his feara.

Now

she is worried, and would just &s soon have
Oedipus drop hie search.
~by should man fear, who 1s ruled by fortune
and has clear foresight of nothing?
It is best to live Without purpose, as you are able.
Do not rear ot marriage to your mother,
for many men already in dreams
have lain with their mothers. That man to whom
these are 8S nothing; most easily does he bear his life.
(977 ft.)

The

~e88enger

questions

bi~,

and with one

terribly ironic statement begins the downward
plunge of the action (though this episode enda
on a ta.lae peak of hope):

"0 child, surely

you do not mow what you are doing!1I
does not

It Oedipua

!m.2.!., being a man of knowledge and.

intellect, wha.t he is doing, being the man of
action and decision, who does?

The follow1ng

8t1cho.mythia throws Oedipus into one more blind
alley.

The city 1s now forgotten, and it is the

question of Oedipus' birth which 1s the concern
of the rest of the play.

Oedipus begins to

believe. that, if Polybus and Merope were not
his fether and mother, then all the reluctance
to tell him bis real birth must result from a
ahame because be was born ot slaves or base
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parents.

Jocast,a becomes incoherent a.nd hysterical

to Oedipus, and rushee otf in grief to the palace.
Oedipus believes that having been heraelf of royal
blood sbe 19 ashamed to be married to him.

The

chorus 18 not so sure:
Oedipus, why has the woman gone, daahing
away in wild grief? I fear that from
this silence w111 burst out only evil!
(1073-1075)
Oedipus takes the position that is uniquely hi.
throughout the play.

It 1s the summary ot his

glory, and the reason tor hi. tragedy:
Whatever must be, let it burst torth; and I
even it I am low born, still WiBh to lea.rn my origin.
Perhaps .he 1. aahamed of my baae birth.
for sbe is high-strung. more than a woman1a spirit.

But It holding .yaelf a cb1ld of Fortune
which g1'''.8 good, will not b. d lshonoured.
For I WRa born of that mother, and my relations,
themontha, have defined me in turn, small and great.
Having been born of Buch, I could never come out
such another man that I would not learn my blr~~
(1076 ff.)

This is the height of Oedipus l resounding

aolf-oonf1dence. though it is obvioualy a fal ••
peak; this is the precipice, perhaps, of the
second etselmon.

The chorus, grasping at straw.,

echo his extravagant claim in their third staslmon
with two highly lyrical and almost jocular stanzas.
The ease w1th which they follow his confident
lead i8 a demonstration of their desperation.
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This 1, a radical change ot their attitude and.
by its very sWiftness, shows both their love and
respect tor Oedipul--and the extent to which they
are Willing to take any shred of evidence in his
favour in lieu of real and satisfying proof.
Oedipus has compared himself with the ,ealona;
hi

11

the

80n

of Fortune.

The not too veiled

implication is that he is greater than man. more
11ke

go~;

or perhaps that man i . greatest, and

god 1s only a function of man.

The chorus pictures

Oedipua as honpuring Citbaeron--wlth unmistakable.
if unknown. lrony--aa rAHati.,e and

8.S

nurse and

.other," and because ot lIkindnesse. to

~

lord.

II

The1 then picture hi. aa be1ng the cbild of some
god, perhapa Bacchus, the god most foreign to the
tate immed1ately reserved tor Oedipua.

VI
Fourth Episode and otasimon

Ll. 1110-1222

The fQurth episode 1_ very short and destructive.
The Herdsm&n, the one man who escaped trom the
party of the murdered King, enters and confirms
Oedipus' fate.

He, like Telresias, is reluctant

to apeak, once he learns the matter of hie summons.
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But in bis ease Oedipu8 is not afraid ot physical
harm (see my note on 376), and the Herdsman 1s
sUbjected to a mild torture.
knawe the truth.

In 50 line. Oedipus

His reaction to this information

i8 in character; he realizes what he has done and

what he must do:

HEl

0 Gods, I am near in th1s to speaking a terrible
thing.

OE:

And I to hearing: but, nevertheless, one must bear.

"0nelluat bear," just aa "one must rule. II

This

1_ his duty, both to himself and to the c1ty,
and there 1s no choice.

There 1.'a third stage

to the progresslon, for, at the end at the play,
Oedipu. wl11 S8.1,

lJ

one auat obey."

In the tinal lines

ot the ataaimou, Oedipus states the justiticatlon
for his fall:
Gods:

Gods, all this 18 calle out true.
For the last time I look upon you.
I am shown born at unfitting parenta,
and accursed ln marri~ge, and in my un-natural aurder.

o light!

(1182-1185)

The subject at what Knox calls the IIgreat
odell 1s Oed1pua 1n particular and Ila.n 1n general.
There 1, no reference to the plague, tor that

18 no longer relevant to the play.

The emphaa1s

1s shifted completely to Oedipus, the man and hero.

The ode ls a

la~ent.

The first strophe presente
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the despair of the chorus tor the conditions of
man, which Oedipus bas illustrated.

The first

antlstrophe and second strophe relate the grounds
of this disillusionment.

Thes. two stanlaa

demonstrate clearly the dual attitude ot the
chorue which makes their deapair so effective.
The first antistrophe tell. all the things that
the chorus admire, though they start with an
unambiguoua censures
Having shot too
High, he became master of prosperity, happy in all thing••
a Zeus, he caused to destroy berself
The crooked-talon oracleChanting maiden; and against death,
He .tood up as a strong tower tor my land.
For these things, the chorus greatly honour him.
But they are aware now, and have been before, that
Oed1pus truly has "shot too high.

II

And part of

their concern throughout the play baa been that
the effects or this excess will not be properly
punished.

The second antlstrophe describes the

punishment or result of his earlier excess.
they certainly do not exult.

But

The punishment i8

necessary, if there 1s a divine law and power,
but it 1s not pleasant to acc'.pt the result at
their prayers and expecta·tIons wreaked on allan
whom they also lay. and admIre aboTe all others.
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This terrible division of feelings is expressed
most mOVingly in the second antistrophe, the final
la.ment.
Against your Will, all-seelng Time has found YOu;
He judges the marriage which is no marriage, where1n
too long
Begotten is also begetter.
Alas, 0 child ot Lalus,
Would that, 0 would th~t
I had neTer seen you.
I lament exceeding lamentation
from my lips. To speak uprightly, I reVived because
of you,
But now I have closed my eye, in sleep.
They have won their point, but 1t was at the ex
pense of Oedipus.

The attitude of the chorus shows

primarily Why Oedipus does not really lose, though
the chorus certainly win.
pun1she~,

Obvioualy excess i.

whether it be the excess of outrageous

pride or the possible but unknown excess from
lithe good rivalry which the city needs."

But

by their reaction to the actual punishment for
the excess, the chorus does not deny by any
meana the value of the excess itselt; In fact,
by its misery, the chorus affirms 1n some measure
the value ot Oedipus' actions.
The staaimon closes several thematic patterns

ot imagery, bringing them together in the same way
that the preceding episode brought together the
truth of Oedipus t birth and the murder of Lalus.
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Of course the idea of "equality," with all it
has stood for in the play, is pinched oft by the
first two lines of the ode: "0 generation. of
mortals,/As equal to nothing do I consider your
living.

II

Oedipus, who

w~s

at first equalled in

mind, it not in speech, to the goos themselves,
here is equal to nothing.
him,

e~rlier,

Teiresiss had told

that he would be equal to himself

and to his children (425); here is the sum total:
nothing.
88

It is hard to believe, for the chorus

well as us at a d1fferent agej but the cnorus,

unlike modern critics in general, are willing-
while not being entirely pleased--to accept
what must be.
here too, is the summation ot the riddle
of the Sphinx.

Oedipus destroyed her,

8.S

we are

told several times in the play, by givirtg the
correct answer to the ridole.
demonstrates the
for

Oeoipus~

re~l

But this ode

meaning of that answer,

fate is a paradigm ot mortality;

all of mankind are equal to nothing, not Just
Oedipus who happened to shoot " too h1gh. II

Man

is a creature who walks on four feet, and two and
three, and though Teireslas clearly stated that
Oedipus would leave his land, IIteeling hie way
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on the ground before him with a. stick (456),11
the truth of that prophecy wes not clear until this
final ode.
Along with the answer to the riddle, the ode
emphasizes the parallel
birth.

i~gery

of growth and

This culminates in the laat lines of' the

second strophe:
The bounteous harbour-
The selt-same--w8.s sufficient,
dhild ana father, for tae husband~
How on this earth were the furrows plowed by your father
able to bear you, wretched one,
And bold you so lcng in silence?
But the most important fact to notice about
tbis ode is that it is entirely unified, thematically
ae well as poetically.

Poetically, the structure

is as above; but 1t should be noticed that the
themes so far

~~~~~~nAd

fre the most important

in terms of the full "mean ingll of the tra.gedy.
Gone, now, 1s the fire imagery; in its place
is the vast complex of growth, life, and death.
The final truth of the ode 18 that "Against your
will all-seeing Time has found you. 1I

This 1s

what Oedipus would not see; time, 1n the ferm
of the natural passage of seasoDs, demonstrated
by the riddle, exemplified 1n the growth of
Oed1pus--and thereby of necessity the one factor

11

which

~

bring change, is triumphant.

Time

represents the gods as well as the wishes of the
oborus.

The play, as explained in this lament,

this very moving poem, is not a play of fate,
not a play of &~ap~ta

•

It is merely, like

Oedipus, a paradigm ot the real passage of life.

1/11
Ll. 1223ff.

ExOduB

Second Kommos

The remaining 300 lines do not further the
plot, but re-enforce what has gone before; struc
turally and thematically they balance the hope
of strength and the overwhelming confidence at
the prologue with a graphic image of the real
basls of mants llfe.

The exodus shows, that though

man has infinite capabilities, as demonstrs.ted by
Oedipus' heroic nature, he nevertheless is limited
by a divine law or necessity or nature, whatever
one would

n~me

this absolute force.

The closing metaphor of sleep 18 not acci
dental.
in

Oedipus introduced it himself earlier

the play (65).

It 1s his contention that

he 1s always awake and alert, aod his following
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of this belief, true as it may be, causes the
chorus to finally close its eyes in sleep.
As terrible as the
closes quietly.

im~ge

~Nhen

is, the last staslmon

the servant, the messenger

trom the house, comes on stage, the audience 1s
ready to accept the horror, the necessary conelusion to Oedipus' discovery of the truth.

Bis

epeeeh is long, and it builda up to a cllma.x
which 1s too strong for language- to express.
After speaking of the terrible hanging of Jocasta
and the blind.1ng of Oedlpu8, in the most vivid
speech, be concludes:
The long standing prosperity of before
was justly happiness; but now, today,
sighing, ruin, death, shame, all evils
wh1ch can be names--none of them are not her.:

(1262-1285)

His

fln~l

lines state the element which makes

the tragedy of Oedipus so powertu1:
The bars of the gate are
You shall soon see a sight
such that even he who abhors it, must still have compassion.

(1294-1296)

He 1s completely and deservedly ruined, yet there
1s that in him which merits, even demands, pity.
The chorus are especially caught by the
implications of the dilemma.

In the second kommos,
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they fulfil the promise of the parodos ("I am
stretched on the rack, shaking my heart. for
fear of terrible things):

o gods: Gods. nor am I able to look upon
You; wishing to ask mucb, to learn much,
And having much to consider;
What a shuddering holds me:
(1-10 )

The terrible things of whict the chorus could
onlr have a premonition are now unveiled betore
their 'eyes.

They ask Oedipus why the misfortune

has happened. what god caused him to act as he
did, and 1n the fallen hero's answer we see the
tine but all-important d1stinctlon made between
a

pl~y

of fRte and a drama. like the O.T., 1n

which it is not the

f~te

which is the active and

inciting force, but tbe nature of the free lndl
vidual.
Fr'om" Apollo this was; from Apollo, friends. He brought
to pass these my evil. evil sufferings:
But no-one raised his band but I. the SUfferer, ~~elf!
wnat was fit for me to see;
for whose seeing there was noth~ sweet to see?
And what 1s Apollo, for Oedipus?

It is fairly clear

from what has gone before, and what has been
said by both the chorus and Oedipus, that Apollo
is mentioned here as the

auth~r

of the deed in

the same way that knowledge leads to action.
For Oedipus is blam1ng himself for the deed, and
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it 1s only through knowledge, or supposed know
ledge, that the deed could become manifest.
is no puppet; his tragedy is his own.

He

If it were

not, there would be no tragedy. (see chapter III).
He asks to se. his children, after the lyrical
exchange of the kommos has softened the physical
shock of Oedipus' appearance.

Creon, still the

sympathetic and understanding man of before (who,
despite Jebb's characterization, does not take
advantage ot

Oedl~u8),

has already sent for them

to ease the sorrow of their

brother-f~ther.

He delineates their future as bis children, and
advisee the.m to "wish to live where fitness al10w8,
to chance/upon a life more sweet than that of
your sire. 1I

Sheppard's translation of these

ltnes 1s revealing of the trend of modern criti
cism, where the idea of t.he "golden lIIlean ll has been
transferred to situations where it dces not apply.
He translates,
3e your prayer to live,
'tlhere fortune's modest measure ls, a life
That shall be better than your father's was.

(1512-1514)

"That the right reading is

ptou

,11

o~ xaLpOb tIEL 'ijv,

he says in his note, III hope that JD.Y

whole commentary has proved.:11

The manuscript
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reaes as I have translated,

~ou ~(oo.

wben a

hero of the steture and strength of Oedipus 1s
presented, though si,nning, in a light as favourable
as is, under the condition, possible, it 1s
untenable and unwise to hold that the meaning
of the play is to live reasonably qUietly and
reesonably inconspicuouslYi a mean produces
obviously no extremes. and it 1s only by extremes
that a man can

demonstr~te

infinite promise.

and fulfil bis own

The man who will not lIengage,1I

who keeps to his modeet measure. does not really
live.

Sophocles has shown that a hero can and

will be destroyed, and that the destruction is
deserved.

But 1n that destruction, Sophocles

also shows a nobility and value

th~t

can be

proven no other way.
Oedipus finishes bis advice to bis daughters
in this fashion, and is ready to leave the country,
fulfilling the terms of his own curse.

He

beco~es

so insistent, that he must be reminded by Creon-
wi th a now terrible connote.tlon-- Il Do not wish
to have power in everything,ltor ycur power did
not remain constant to your life."
Here, Bernard Knox would have the play end.
In essence, he doubts that the 11nes after Creon's
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statement are genuine.

As a basis to his argument.

presumably. he follows the judgeffient of the
Schollast. who would

g~ve

lines 1524-1530 to

Oed.ipus, but thinks that the play would be better

it it ended with 1523.

The manuscripts all

contain the lines and give them to Oedipus.
Knox's real reason is. I think, outside of the
notation of the Scholiast, whose evidence 18 at
beat weak.
The f1nal phrase of Creon-~lIDo not wish to
exercise power in everyth1ngIl--brings us
full circle; it 1s an echo of the first
warda addressed to Oedipus in the play;
uO edlpu8, you who exercise power in this
country," the pr1.lst sald to him :it the
beginning (kratynon 14) •••• 'rbe swiftness
of Oedipus' recovery from the shock of
self-recognition can be gauged trom the
tact that in the very last line of the play
Oedipus has to be reminded of his reversal. 8
Knox would have the play end on Oreon's line
because of the effect of "power;1I

but he does

not recognize the real significance of that
resemblance, and it is here thet his reasoning
leads him astray.

He is right, that this 11ne

from Creon brings the play "full circle; II but
the play is not primarily concerned with Oedipus,
the particular man.

It 1s concerned with an

ideal, and ideals do not exist.
illustrate not the progress of

Creon's lines
Oedl~u8J

but the
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necessary course of the life of man. the ideal.
This 1s why the play does not end with 1523;
it ends rather With tha chorus, who from the

terrible fate of Oedipus move on to the terrible
f~te

of

~ny

man.

Their lines move. a8 the entire

play moves, from the particular example to the
universe of wh1ch that particular 1s the paradigm.
For. we must never forget. Oedipus 1s an examplej
the play is not a biography, but an allegory,
in"the senae that it 1s a sustained metaphor in
which the existence of man 1s described 1n terms
of a particular man.

The play must end with the

I1nes of the chorus rather than with the

l~es

of Creon, becauee the effect of the play is
finally universal rather than part1cular.
end With Creon 1s to destroy this play.

To

THREE:

T~

TRAGIC PHILOoOPHY

Pity 1s the feeling which arrests the mind
in the presence of whatsoever is grave and
constant in human sufferings and unites it
with the human sufferer. Terror is the
feeling which arrests the mind in the pre
sence of whatsoever is grave and constant
in human SUfferings and unites it with the
secret cause ••.. The tragic emotion, in fact,
is a face looking two ways, towards terror and
towards pity, both of Which are phases of it.
You see I use the word lIarrest.1I I mean that
the tragic emotion 1s st~tic. 'rhe mind is
arrested and raised above desire and loathing.
(Joyce, Portrait, 204,205)

I

The effect of a given tragedy is a direct
function of the tragic philosophy from which it
springs.

By "philosophy" I mean the point or

view of the author towards the rationale of the
~oral

framework of his play.

It is vith1n this

tragic philosophy that the tragio conflict 1s
tormed.

Obviously, the actual plot conflict

will vary as the subject matter and the times
Change, so there can be neither a typical tragic
hero nor a typical

tr~gedy.

But the tragic

phl10spphy 1s the same, and the basic conflict
does not change.

The purpose or this chapter,
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then, is to define or describe the nature

or

this tragic philosophy and its related tragic
effect.
Certain things about

So~hoclesl

masterwork

are, in the light of the previous chapters,
fairly obvious.

The hero must tall.

has been convincingly

demonstr~ted,

As 1 hope
Oedipus does

not fall because ot a tragic IItlaw,lI but because
of his own heroic nature.

His whole being promises

that he will not and can not remain powerful,
but must in the end fall.

This 1s seen through

the time and growth imagery, as well as in the
aystem of divine law revealed by the chorus.
Furthermore, the conditions surround1ng and
leading to his tall are prophesied and are there
fore fated.

But the place of

~ate

in the tragedy

1s not, to us, an entirely comprehensible concept.
That he 1s feted to act in certain ways does not
mean that he must act in that way, but that he
will.

And for Sophocles, there was a difference.
Fate in the Oedipus tyrannus is a combination

of what we would cell luck or chance and predes
tination.

The former is best seen as fortune,

-ruX'li the latter,

de8tiny,~orpCl

destiny 1s the clearer concept.

•

Of the two,

It 18 destiny
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to which the chorus

pr~y

in the central second

,staslmon:
May my destiny let me bear
Reverend purity 1n all speaking
And doing, whose primary laws are before us
High-rooted; laws born
Through the aether of heaven, of which Olympus
Alone 1s father. Neither was the1r l s
A mortal bIrth, brought forth
From men; and may forgetfulness never put them to sleep:
Grea t 1n them 1s the god, no'r w111 be groy old.
Destiny is the framework of the play.

It 1s

&S

cold as an absolute and non-rational force can be.
It is represented by d1v1ne laws, whose enforcement
1s the Job of the gods, but 1t 1s i t·sel! superior
to the gods.

It 1s not therefore the will of

the gods, but It 1a a necessity unto itself.
It 1s because of the inscrutability of destiny
that the choruB can only say at the end of the play:
Call no mortal happy Who i8 still looking
forward to bis final day; not until
he passes the l1mit of his life, suffering nothing of pain.
This 1s the force that 1s regular, like the seasonsy
and like the natural course of a manls birth,
lite, and death.

Part of destiny can be seen

by the gods, then related by Apollo to Teireslas.

Bince tbe seer only sees what the gods allow,
and they themselves do not originate destiny,
it is not altogether unreasonable that Jocasta
and Oedipus, as well as the chorus, should doubt
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the read 1ngs of o'mens and the utterances of
the oracles.

One can never really know all of

What i8 going to happen; hence the storied ambi
gUity of classica.l oracles.

The final attitude

of the chorus towards destiny, as quoted above,
must also sat1sty the reader; that it 1s the
framework of the play is clear from both the
evidence of the chorus and the final outcome of
the drama.

From this fact comes the desperation

wblcb 1s part of the tragic philosophy.

From

destiny there oomes the limits of manls capa
b111t1es.

But 1n terms of the pity of the play,

its warmth, the key concept ls fortune, and this
1s much lesa clear than destiny.
Fortune 1s mutable, as destiny never ls.
Oedi ue can not hope tha.t the destiny of his
daughters is better than his, all he can ask
is (1478,1479):
you have good fortune, and may the gods chance
to guard your path better then they did mine.

fo1a,y

Oedipus 1s not the son of Destiny, but lithe son
of Fortune/which gives good. II

It 1s through

fortune that Oedipus leaves Corinth to avoid
his d'eetiny; 1t 1s fortune the. t he kills his
father 1n the way that he does, thus gaining

88

for himself the kingdom.

It is left to human

be1ngs to act within the rramework of fate, and
inside this destiny their actions are directed
only by their own free will ano the workings
of fortune.

The outlines of a man's life may be

d,est1ned. but it is alwa,ys up to the individual
to bring about through his own free will this
destiny.
'!he concept 1s no more foreign than orthodox
Christian theology; Adam is created in the image
of God, and he will fall from bis happy state.
YBt, there is no question of

f~te

here; he ls

warned of his future if he is unaware of the 11es
and deceits of Batan.

Though he must fall in

ordeF for Christ to be cruclfied, yet Adam's fall
must be seen as the result of his own action.
It is seen, 1n fact. as a direct result of his
own free w11l.

Though I do not suggest any

other r'elations between Cbrlstlan theology and
Greek

tr~gedy,

is str1king.

the parallel of these two concepts

Of course there is a difference

in the character of the absolut,e portrayed by
Sophocles and, for example. Milton.
of the poet of Paradise
Just; Sophocles has

~

gods~

The god

1s warm, though

but the real torce

89

behlno the wor_ings of the universe is not anything
so approachable as an anthropomorphic (or at
least actual) god; it is a force pure and simple,
18ther non-human than inhuman.

To apply a Greek

concept to the seventeenth century, the will of
God Is destiny; fortune makes Eve finally taste and
eat the apple.
Bowra sees the fall lias a lesson to lLen
not to trust in their happiness or their knowledge." 9
In thle acceptance, he says, Oedlpus shows himself
to be greater even "than when he rea.d the riddle
of the sphinx and became the king of Thebes.

II

lfernard Knox, in dis,allowing the final lines
of the chorus, insists on an Oedipus entirely dif

ferent from the humble Job figure of Bowra. who
demonstrates that

II

t hrough resignation and suf

fering ther1ghtful harmony of things 1s restored.

II

On the contrary, he conceives of the character
ot'

Oedipus at the end as lithe reconstruction

of the imperious, dynamic. intelligent figure
of the opening scenes."
Knox sees OecilpuB

II S0

Referring to line 1187.

fa.r from being zero that

1n the last line of the play Creon has to tell
him not to try to rule in everything. II

Oedipus

"surmounts the catastrophe,and reasserts himself. lllO
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The destruction of Oedipus 1s certainly a
paradigm. warning man not to trust in his knowl
edge, but the "r ightful harmony of things ll 1s
not re-establishe4 because of resignation; as
Knox points out. Oedipus is not essentially dif
ferent in character at the end from what he was
at the beginning.

There is an order of things,

ana the fault with the order was originally the
fal1ure of Laius and Jocasta to observe the
oracle warning them against having a child.
But the fault is a180 Oedipus. who himself
ignores the oracles of the gods, and this 1,8 the
fault Which the play examines.
punished, the scale 1s balanced.

When Oedipus is
The real concern

of the play, however, is not the particular
fault (though Oedipus 1s the central character
of the plot, and his

se~rch

and fall provides

the real concern of the play), but the general
flow and ebb ot manls existence.

The blggest

single fact of destiny 1s that man must dle;
this 1s the real answer to the riddle of the
sphinx; the meaning of the time and growth imagery;
the fact which the gods most signify.

And man

can not be called happy because he 1s limited,
first by birth and death, and second by the force
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of fortune within these limits.

All men are

subject to these limitations, and which they are
not always predictable.

If a man stays within

certain limits he i8 safe, but these limits are
not always known.

He can err through excess

pride, but when is pride excessive?

Yet--the

paradox of the tragedy--tbe Oedipus Iyrannus
i8 An affirmation that despite these limits or
because of them, life has a meaning and value
which 1s only illustrated by the tragiC destruction
of a heroic man.
The difficulty of the play comes from dis
tance; the society of fifth-century Athens is
very different from ours.

It was different even

for Aristotle, less than a century later.

Our

culture, since the end of the fifth century, B.C.,
has generally been in accordance with Pope's
advice: "Know then thyself, presume not God to
scan;/The proper study of iVl8.nklnd is Man. II
Oe~ipus

The

Tyrannua was written to reaffirm the value

of a different concept; Sophocles created his
playas an affirmation of a culture in which
divine law was absolute, and man was absolutely
regulated by this, be his capabilities ever so
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vast.

But even as he wrote, Greek culture had

begun to decay to that more comforting and easily
understood doctrine of Protagora.s, IlMan is the
measure ot all things. JlLl
In this sense Oedipus 1s a humanist, a ration
a.11st.

For him, being the man he wae,

not~ing

was impo,esible: "Having been born ot such

a

mot,ber , I could never come out/such another ma.n
that I would not learn my birth. II
Is full of such statements

~B,

fils speech

"I will do all;1I

"I will rea.ch to alljll Itl will light this ane.: 11
It is thls cocky humanism that is destroyed alone
With Oedipus by the divine laws.

If we will accept

the nature of these absolute laws, then we can
teel the tragedy as Sophocles' audience must
have understood it.

The power of the sophists

and the mystery cults was strong enough so that
the audience would eas11y sympathize wlth the
very human Oedipus, though they would also
recognize that he must be destroyed.

By the time of the Oedipus Colonus, near
the end or his life (he died in 406--the play
was produced in 401), even Sophocles had so tar
changed as to allow a humanistic solution to the
Oedipus Problem.

Socrates died in 399, and after
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that time, Greek tregedy in the sense I have used
1n this paper was no longer written.

IIIf you

have a contented m1.nd at peace with itself, II
says Cephalu8 at the beg1nning of the Republic,
"age is no intolerable burden; without that,
Socr9.tes, age and youth will be equally paini'ul." l2
When the implications of this innocuous seeming
st~tement

were understood, Classical tragedy

could not be written, for the spirit behind
Plato's philosophy was entIrely humanistic.
Greek tragedy was concerned with an external
morality, honour and power; the Republic describes
an inner

mor~lity

which twisted the culture

from which Sophocles' tragic philosophy had
sprung; not until Shakespeare would that philos
ophy, though couched in different terms, be
expressed in drama..
~heppard,

O.T. is

in assuming that the moral of the

aw~poauv~

, temperance, a due measure

1n all things, reads the play through Plato's
eyes and philosophy.

As an example of his attitude

he quotes Plato's anecdote about Sophocles:
"How well I

reme~ber

the aged poet, Sophocles,

when 1n answer to the question, bow does love
suit with age, Sophocles--are you still the man
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you were?
I

esc~ped

Peace, he replied, most gladly have
the thing of

wh~ch

you speak; I feel

as if I had escaped from a hard and furious ma.s
ter. lil3

Actual~y, as Whitma.n points out,

it is not that Sophocles bad a mind at peace
with itself that is important, but that throughout
the greatest pp-rt of his life he was tormented
by passions and excesses.

A peaceful

~ind,

the

quality which Plato makes IIjustice,lI can never
create the tragedies of an .escbylus. a. Sophocles
or Euripides.

When Plato insisted on this harmony

as the right and proper life, when science became
detached and enjoyed or followed only for itself
and tor no personal driving reason, when society
"sa.tiates itselt with much in vain," then that
society is dead or dying.

The creative element

is subjugated and the critical and reflectively
philosophic elements gain precedence, as they did
at the beginning of the fourth (B.C.), seventeenth,
and possibly the twentieth, centuries.
In the effort to describe the trg,gic philos
ophy from Which Sophocles drew his great drama,
Nietzsche can be a valuable commentator, if only
because he in anti-Christian.
Those agenc1es that bad proved fatal to
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tragedy: Socratic ethics, dialectics, the
temperance and cheerfulness of the pure
scholar--couldn't these, rather than their
opposites, be viewed as sy~ptoms or decline,
fatigue, distemper, or instincts caught in
ana.rchic dissolution? Or the "Greek aerenity"
of the later period as, simply, the glow of
a sun about to set? Or, the Epicurean animus
against pessimism merely as a sort of pre
caution a suffering man might use? And
as for IIdlsinterested inquiry, so-called:
What, in the last analysis, did inquiry
come to when judged as a symptom of the life
process? What were we to say of the end (or,
worse, of the beginning) of all inqUiry?
Might it be tha.t the "inquiring mind ll was
simply the human mind terrified by pessimism
and trying to escape from it, a clever bulwark
erected against tbe truth?l4
II

The point is, as Lucas polnts out, that "perhaps
the most important single fact about the IIAge of
Enlightenment ll 1s Just this, that traditional
vslues were regarded as open to question and the
authority of men or antiquity was not enough. illS
Nietzsche concludes the passage above with a
perf,ect tWist:
great Socrates?

"Had this perhaps been your secret,
Most secretive of ironlsta, had

this been your deepest irony?1I
Had it indeed?

Is a healthy and growiX16

society ever serene and content?

Must it not

be that a young and vital society always doubts
and tries to forge some pattern out of the chaos
Which confronts the imagination of any youth?
The Oedlous Tyre.nnu8 shows, proves,lnslsts upon.
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man's nobility and greatness, even in the face
of destiny and chance.

But more, it proves the

universal validity of those divine laws which
over all things guide and order the pre-Socratic
universe.

When the Greek society stopped trying

to strive tor manls nobility in oppos1tion to
the limits of divine limitations. and began to
accept that nobility as a tact whtch needed no
proof--and bence no divine law; when it became
afraid of change and free expression, when tragedy
decayed into ritual grotesque, then the culture
no longer

sup~orted

the true tragic art and vision.

Sophocles had the task of proving the ways
ot divinity and man to man; now this is very

strange J and we are more apt, to Justify the ways
of man to god.

In terms of this discussion,

this means that to compare a Greek drama to
Shakespeare, we can not talk in terms of the
fall. since the terms are different; Oedipus
i8 destroyed in external ways, while nemlet is
both physically destroyed and mentally beaten
down.

Two such products of dlssiffi11ar traditions

are only the

S8,me

1n the basic trs.gic outlook

of their authors. and in their tragic effect.
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II

Forces in conflict, and a peculiar resolution
to that conflict, produce the tragic effect of
the Oedipus TyrannuB.

These forces are repre

sented 1n turn by Oedipus and the chorus, and the
resolution is necessary in the framework of the
play.

The chorus has the last word, and their

primary laws are

re-~ftlrmed,

world of the play.

1n terms of the

Oedipus acts in opposition

to these laws, more or less consc1ously, and
talls victim to them.

Yet we never feel that he

has been wrong, that he should have acted other
wise.

Indeed, being Oedlpus--a hero and &

paradigm of mankind--he could not act otherwise,
just as Hamlet could not act differently from
what we aee in that play.

Enormous sympathy

lB generated by these two men, but the final

et!ec't of their plays i8 neither deSpOndency
nor frustration for the reader or viewer, but
satisfaction.

Although the question of the

cause of the tall of the hero is neTer far from
the mind of the audience, yet we are not dissat
isfied by the respective resolutions.

Hamlet 1s

noble and obviously not wrong nor weak in hi.
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indecision, and Oedipus is tardly a weak

~an.

Their fa.lls are not merely pathetic, but tragic,
and this is something else.
"Pity" and "fear" are no longer meaningful
because they have
mere effects.
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long been considered as

Their proper place 1s causal.

In other words. the tragedy of the O.T. does not take
plaoe in the audience. but 1s an integral part
of the mechanism of the play.

Aristotle posited

the peculiar pleasure of tragedy as the end or
that art. and said that pleasure is produced
through the catharsis of pity and fear which,
according to one transle tion (Byw:::,ter) "arouse
this pity and fear in the audience •••• in such a

way as to etfect that special purging ofr and relief
of these two emotions Which 1s the characteristic
of tra6edy. 1116

Here, pi ty and fear are results.

This is not, I thtnk, what Aristotle was saying.
Else

transl~tes

the same passage as showing

that tragedy works "through a course of events
involving pity and tear, the purification of
those painfUl or fatal acts Which have that
quality" being the a.ction of the play.

This is

not the usual reading, but it is an interpretation
that 1s consistent with wha.t is found in the plays.
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Pity and fear are not produced by the tragedy,
but they are actually

p~rt

of it, come in conflict

in the course of the play, and are somehow resolved
in terms which leave the peculiar pleasure of
tragedy.
The oovicus criticism of the

stand~.rd

inter

pretation that pity and fear are produced in
the audience and react against each other and
disappear is that nobody can explain convincingly
how this happens.

People manage to laugh and

cry at the same time, and there seems to be no
reason why they should not be able to feel fear
and pity together.
In the Oedlnus

Tyra~~us

the pity and fear

are part of the conflicting elements, and these
emotions are written into the playas the emotions
of the actors (including the chorus).

The force

to which the chorus appeal and which they emotion
ally represent 1s the divine and absolute law.
It 18 because of ttia force that certain acts.
whether intended or not, become signs for blind
terror (which, itself, 1s a product of the natural
religious fear and belief of the chorus).

The

chorUB stands in awe before Apollo in the first
strophe of the parados.

Their attitude of
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hesitation and ap_rehenslon is based almost
entirely on this tear, a fear of what Apollo
may be doing now. and why, and what he will do
in the future.

The chorus becomes afraid When

they learn the truth of Oedipus' birth.

They

are afraid when Jocasta runs into the palace.
But this is not the fear of cow9rdice, it is a
fea.r or the unknowi it is a fee.r which all men
have precisely because the future is
unknown.

~~D

al~ays

has free cboice, but be can not

know the results. otten, of his choice.

This

is a cold fear, not a terror in our sense of the
word--an emot,ional dread.

Terror controls abso

lutely; the fear ot the chorus

h9S

an element of

physical fear, but it is more intellectual than
emotional.
Under these c1rcumstances. Oedipus becomes
the personification of pity.

Pity 1s an emotion,

like fear. but it is also predominately intellectual.
Oedipus is a clever and deeply sincere man. but
he bas lived in complete prosperity for many
years, having before committed a crime, and it
is just that he pay for this crime and for the 910
of incest with bis mother.
is not pleasant.

It is Just, but 1t

"Pity is the feeling which
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arrests the mind in the presence of whatsoever
is grave and constant in human su£ferlngs and
unites it with the human sufferer. 1I

Joyce defines

pity as a feeling. but it i8 a feeling that affects
the mind. not the body.

It 1s a feeling, but it

1s a feeling from something grave in suffering.

This 1s an intellectual identification of the
audience with something which 1s the object of
attention; it is not merely a reaction to a sad
story, as Byweter's translstlon of Aristotle
might suggest.

The~e

is a communication between

the playls action and the understanding of that
action.

Pity is a common recognition of those

things that are "grave and constant 1n human
sUfferings,1I and results in an intellectual
eympathy.
What 18 it that 1s grave and constant in
human .suttering?

JlL' hOlDJlle est n~ libre. et

pa.rtout 11 est dans les fers. II wrote Rousseau in
Du Contrat Social.

And in Eliot's n'rbe Hollow

Men, II the same pr>oblem is st9:ted. though more
effectively through the use of poetry:
Between the idea
And the reality
Between the motlon
And the act
Falls the shadow
IIFor Thine 1s the Kingdom ll
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Between the conception
And the creation
Between the emotion
And the response
Falls the shadow
IILife 1s Tery long ll
Between the desire
And the spasm
Between the potency
And the existence
Between the essence
And the descent
Falls the shadow
"For Thine 1s the Kingdom ll
The problem of Rousseau and Eliot is the same
problem that Sophocles tried to solve in the O.T.
Man bas free will, he has infinite capabllitles-
but there is often no choice to make and no
chance to prove those capabilities.

Sophocles

grasps the dilemma by both horns and

demonstr~tesJ

that paradoxically man can be limited and still
remain free.

It 1s a difficult concept to grasp,

but without an absolute with which to contend,
there 1s no such

th~ng

as heroism.

A man who

haa nothing to lose takes no risk and gains
no. glory and has no reason to live.

There 1s no

way to pity a man in a situation Which involves
no

rls~,

for there is then nothing to pity.

Conversely, without the risk there are no
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capabilities to be fulfilled; with no risk a
capability is immediately a fait accompli.
Joyce's tragiC emotion 1s

lI

a face looking two

way.,11 toward. the terror of absolutely ordained
limitations and powers, and towards the realization
that man is atill not a puppet of a dis1nterested
god.

Pity is the common understanding between

man and man, that life 1s noble and worthwhile,
and that it is
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only because of its limitation.

A clear statement of this doctrine is found in

Kitto's The

GreekB:Tr~gedy

was, for the Greeks,

The product of ••• two gre~t qualities ••• ,
intellectualism and humanity. The former
allowed the Greek ••• to see more cle~rly
than some the great framework which Homer
expressed partly as the will and the activ
ities of the goda, partly as a shadowy
Necessity to which even the gOds must bow ••.•
One can imagine such an outlook ••.• developing
into an arid religion and breeding a resigned
and hopeless fatalism; but it was combined
with this almost fierce joy tn l1fe, the
exult~tion in human achievement and in human
personality •.•• The tragic note which we
bear •.• in ~ost of Greek llter~ture was
produced by the tension between these two
forces, passiona.te delight in 11fe, and
clear ~pyrehension of its unalterable frame
work. l ",
This is a concept thst is
than understood; without a

~ore

easily ridiculed

cle~r

understanding

of this dual concept. Greek tragedy is alien and
susceptible to vsr10us mis-readings.

It 1s
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because of this "f3.ce lo·oking two ways II tha. t
the chorus and what they represent is shown as a
real torce. while at the same time the purely
human nobility which Oedipus represents 1s not
lost. but is actually proved and strengthened
by the necessity and tact of his absolute
struction.
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'THE ROLE OF THE CHORUS IN THE OEDIPUS TYRANNUS:
Tr~

TRAGIC

CON~LICT

PART TWO

roREwORD

The following translation is based on Jebb's text.
Where I do not agree with bis text, I have noted my
reading in notes after the text.

I have numbered

the dialogue in accordance with Jebb's scheme, but
I have numbered ea.ch korr.m08 as ode sepa.rately, at five
11ne

interv~ls.

This separate numbering of the lyrics

is for easier reference, since the manuscript line
division is 1n tbese passages irregular.
In genera.l, my ldea has been to provide a readable
and accurate rendition, with the emphasis on precise
~nd

consistent translation of the imagery of the play.

There are certain difficulties in translating which
ought to be mentioned.

The language 1s highly fraught

with overtones of which we can have only the slightest
~llmmer,

and these of cours·e are lost by and large

1n the translation.

Gre'ek is more dramatically charged

than present-da.y English (American), and much of the
explosive quality of certain expletives, for exaIIiple,
sound merely fatuous When replaced with modern oaths.
I have tried to use a four or five beat line for
the· dialogue, While in the lyrics I have tried to
tollow as much as possible the rhythm of the original
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and, failing that, at least to match the broad accen
tuatlou of the paired stanzas.
For peculiar problems of interest, see the notes
at the end.

Oedipus, Tyrannus of Thebes

Jocasta, Wite of Oedipus

Priest, of Zeus

Messenger, From Corinth

Creon, Brother of Jocasta

Herdsman,

Chorus, of Theban Men

Servant, Messenger from the House

derv~nt

of Laius

Teires1as, Blind Seer

(Boy, Antigone & lamene. Guards, Citizens, etc.)

SETTING
The scene i8 betore the palace of Oedipus, ruler of
Thebes.

In the centre ,of the orchestra will be an altarj

at least two others are near-by, and there may be also
a statue of Apollo.
1n this location.

The action

t~ke8

one day, and is all

At the beginn1ng of the drama there is

& group ot suppliants around the central altar, with their

traditional wreaths.
alone.

The Priest stancs off to one side,

He will nurn to face Oedi us when he comes out of

the central doors.

One side exit is understood to lead to

the city, the other out of the city to the pastures and to
the

or~cle

at Delphi as well as to Corinth.
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THE RIDDLE OF THE SPHINX

ON EARTH, whose feet are two and four an<1 tr.!I'ee,
Is one with sli!gle voioe; a changing torm
Unique 1n l1fe of eerth and sky and saa.

And when supported by most feet goes he,
His speed 1s slow, his motioos are least tree.

THE OEDI?US TYRANNU3

112

Prologue
OEDIPUS: (Striding through the double doors, Oentre)
My children, newest born of Cadmus' ancient line,

why are you seated here thus before me
wreathed with holy suppliant's branches?
The city around us is filled with burning offerings
and swells with sacred paeans--and sighs and groans.

(10

r tbink it just to hear from no-one else,
So I have come to hear these things myself.
I Who am called wide-renowned Oedipus. (Turns to Priest
So speak old man, since clearly you are fit
to talk of these. Where 1s your leaning,
to fear or desire? For know well, that I wish
to help you all; surely I would be hard
of heart, did I not pity suppliants.

PRIEST:

(20

(30

Oedipus, most powerful of all my land,
you see us here of varied ages around
these, your altars; some not yet grown enough
to fly with strength, some heavy with age:
there are prlests--I, of Zeus--.nd these chosen
youths. And still another group, like wreathed,
sits in the markets; at the twin shrines of Pallas
and the oracle-giving embers of lsmenua.
For the city, as you yourself can see, too much
now tosses to lift her battered prow from out
the bloody-waved tossing sea.
Waste are the fruitfUl seeds of the Earth.
Waste are her grazing herds; and the child-labour
of our women 1s barren. The Fire-bearing God
falls upon the city; a hateful plague
by Which is emptied the House of Cadmus, While
bl~ck Hades is by sighs and groans enriched.
Not now equalling you to the gods do r
nor these children sit at your fires.
but judging you the first of men in life's
events and in the dealings with the gods·
for you released uS--Just come to Cadmus r city-
from the toll we furnished the scabrous songstress.
And this. even. With no knowledge from us
nor anything taught; but with the aid of a god,
as it 1s thought and said. you riEhted our life.
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(40

(50

OE:
(60

So now, most powerful of rulers, Oedipus,
we beseech you, sup;11ants all,
to find some aid for us, if e1ther from the gods
you hear some words, or know a plan from men.
When men have been tested by past events,
I know their present counsel ts most alive.
Come, 0 best of mortals, right our city.
Come, take every care, for now this land
honours you as a saviour, for your former zeal;
let it hot be the memory of this, your reiEn,
tha.t as you rigt.ted us, so we later fell.
but right this city so 1t will never slip.
With good portent you brought this fortune
to us; now be equal to the beginning.
If you will rule 1n this land, as now,
it is better to govern it with men, than hollow.
For a mighty ship or tower is nothlrjg
e~pty of men, with no one inside.
pi teou8 children; known and not unknown
are the desires with which you have come. I know well
you are all diseased; but being 111, none of you
oen have sickness equal to mine.
For all of you, paln comes as to one
alone by himself, and to nobody else; but my
soul pains for the city and me as well as for you.
So you do not wake me as from a heavy
sleep, but know that I have wept much,
and have gone many roa.ds in wandering thought.
And having considered, I found only one remedy:
thi8 r have done. The son of MenoeceU8, Creon,
my own Wife's brother, I have sent to the
Pythlan house of Phoebus to learn hOW,
by word or deed, I might save thls city.
And even now, when I reckon the passage of days,
his doings are disturbing; be stays
unreasonably late beyond the fitting time.
But whenever he comes, I should do wrong
lest I do all that the god reveal ••
My

FR:

You haTe spoken well, for these people
indicate to me that Creon nears.

OE:
(81

King Apollo, may be come in fortune
8S saving as his ap.:earance shines.

PR:

And, to all seeming, he is pleased. For els8
his head would not be wreathed with fruitful laurel.
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O~:

Soon we shall know. His distance will be right for
for hearing.
Prince~ my kinsman, son of Menoeceus,
Bearing what words have you come from the god?

CREON: (Enters from the side)
Good: For things hard to bear, if they chance to come out
1n the end set right, all will call good fortune.
OE:
(90

What is the nature of the oracle? I am neither
bold nor apprehensive by your words up to now.

CR:

If you wish to hear me with these me around
I am ready to speak; or else to go within.

OE:

Speak out before all. I bear more sorrow
for these than for my own soul.

OR:

Then I would speak of what I learned from the gods.
Lord Phoebus clearly commands us to drive away
our country's pollution Which long has been nursed in
this ground,
not to nourish it longer, beyond a cu~e.

OE:

\ihat is the means of catharsis?

What sort of causal event?

CR: Banish1ng a man; or with blood by blood again
(101 let loose, since this old murder raises the City's tempest.
OE:

And who is the man whose fortune he makes known?

CR:

Laius was once, a Lord, the le~der of
this land, before you began to stee~ the city.
,

,

OEI

I know, having beard; for I never say him.

CR:

He was slain. And now, the god enjolne
revenge upon the murderers, whoever they are.

OE:

And wbere are they on this earth? waara shall be found
the ever-dimming tr~ck of the ancient gUilt?

CR: He sald in this same land. What Is sought for 1s
(111 attainable; what is overlooked, escapes.
OE:

Was it 1n a house, the flelds, or another
land, that La1us encountered death?
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OR:

As ambassador to the oracle long ago; having ventured
abroad, he never came back to the house which he left.

OE:

Was there no messenger. no journey's companion.
who saw the deed, from whom you might learn?

OR:

All died, save only one who fled 1n tear
of what he saw: no thing but one would he tell.

OE: What? For one thing found m1ght lead to much,
121) could we but se1ze a small beginning tor hope.

OR:

Robbers, he said they were who met and killed them;
not with one man's might but w1th many hands.

OE:

How should a robber have dared this-
unless a bribe were sent from the city?

OR:

Such things were thought, but Laiu's having perished,
no avenger rose amid our troubles.

OE:

What trouble at your teet could hold you trom
revenge, royal power having tallen thus?

OR:

The riddling Sphinx made us look at our feet

OE:

Sta.rting afresh I will light this anew.
For rightly have Phoebus and you
given attention to this death.
And thUS, r1ghtly, you shall see me help
with vengeance for the land and also for the goa.

131) and ignore those things that were dark.

Not on behalf of some far-off friend,
but for m.yself I will disperse this d,efilement.,
For whoever murdered might very well
140) wreak vengeance on me with the same swift hand:
helping the murdered k1ng, I help myaelf.
But sW1ftly, children, stand up from your places
and take these suppliant branches. Let some-one
gather together the people of Cadmus.
I will do all. For either in good fortune,
With the aid of the god, we will bring this to light,
or in disaster.
(EXit
PR: -My ch:ldren, let us rise. This was the favour
148 J for which we came; th=,t which he now has announced.
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And may you come, 0 Phoebus, the sender of this word,
as a saviour, and relieve us of sickness.
(Exeunt

(The stage now being empty, the Jlpeople of Cadmus"
enter the orchestra, where they will remain throughout
the dralIla.

As they enter, they sing the 1t&pobo,;

at the same time they execute some sort of formal
dance.

Their number 1s fifteen.)
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Parodos
CHORUS:
Str.

5)

Ant.

10)

14 )

Str.

20)

(Enter from the sioe)

--0 sweet-speaking message of Zeus, what form do you
wear froID golden
Pytho, coming to s~le~~!d
Thebes. I am stretched on the rack, shaking my heart,
1n fear of terr1ble things.
o Delian Healer, to whom go cries,
(~54
Before you I stand in awe, wondering what you will
neWly br1ns,
Or in the revolVing seasons, what ancient debt you will
drive to an end.
Tell me 0 daughter of golden Hope, Message eternal.

--First I call you, daughter of Zeus. Athena eternal;
Your slster also, the g~ard1an
Artemis. In the bounds of our market she slts on a
throne of good fame.
And Apollo who throws from afar I call;
Averters of death, all three, shine forth on ~e with care.
If ever betore, suffering b~v1ng rushed upon the c1ty,(l65
The blazing of sorrows you drove away. come alao now.

--0 Life: Without number are the sorrows
I bear; sick is all my host, and for my thoughts there
1s no spear
Of defence. Neither seed are produced
(171
Fro~ the glorious earth, nor children1a births
End the labour shrieks of women.
One after another lives may be seen, like well-feathered
birds.
Rushing faster than irresistible fire
To the brink of the Western god:
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ant .. --By such, without number, the city dies.
Un~itied, the race, spreading death, 1s stretcLed
ungrieved on the ground,
25) And also wives and white-haired mothers
At the brinks of the various altars' steps (182
Beg for an end to their weary teil with groans. (185
Paeans, flashing brightly, and mournful speech,
sound in concert.
For tLese things, 0 golden daughter of Zeus,
30) Send the fair face of strength;

str.

35)

40)

ant.

45)

50)

--And Ares the mighty, who now wlthcut bronzen shield
Burns me, am1dst shouts, at his encounter. (191
Send back in hurried flight frow my fatherland
Blown by a fair wind, to the great
Chamber ot Amphitrite,
Or to the inhospitable haven
Of the Thracian waves:
For it is accomplished, if night leaves aught,
By tbe coming day.
Hlm, 0 bearer of fire
(200
Having co~and over the lightnings power,
o Father Zeus, slay by the bolts of ycur thunder.

-~Lycian King, from your string of braided gold,
I would wish your arrows unconquered to be showered (205
In protection before us, and the blazing torches
Of Divine Artemis, wltc which
She li8hts the Lycian hills;
I call as well him of the golden mitre,
Named as this land,
Wine-stained Bacchus, to whom go cries,
The Maenad's comr~de,
To draw near blazing
As· an ally. with his bright-burning
Torch. against tb~t god unhonoured by the gods. (215

(OEDIPUS enters towards the end of the last antlstrophe)
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First Episode
OEDIPUS:
You pray: and for your wish, if you will listen
clearly to my words and serve your sickness,
you could be helped and lifted from your evils.
Though a stranger both to word and deed,
220) I shall speak on this, since I can not be long
on this trail unless I have some clue.
And only afterwards did I become
a citlaen.
So Cadmeans all, I proclaim this to you:
Whoever of you knows by whom was slain
Laius, son of Labdacus,
him I command to make all known to mei
if be is afraid, let him drive away the fear
by speaking against himself. He shall suffer
nothing hateful, but unsuffering leave the land.
230) Or, if anyone knows another from another land
as the murderer, let him not be silent, for I
shall pay to advantage, and my thanks shall be with him.
But, if you keep silent, and eltner fearing for
a friend or yourself you thrust away my words,
what I then shall do, hear me!
You I torbid--wherever he is 1n this land
of Which I command the power and the throne-
to give to this man either hospitality or speechj
239) or either in prayer to the gods or in sacrifices
to let him share; or to allow him to join the lustral rites:
But all must drive him tram your houses, since he 1s
the plague on us, as the oracle from the Pythian
god has just shown to me.
Accordingly, of this god
and of the sla1n man I am become an ally.
And I pr~y out that the doer of·thls deed, wbether
alone and unknown. or one among many.
as worst of men 1n worst of plight, drag out his lonely
life to 1ts end.
And I vow, if he comes here with my knowledge
250) to share the hearth in my walls, to suffer, myself,
these things now invoked for another.
charge you to fulfill all this
on behalf of myself. the god, and this
ruined land; fruitless and godless.
For even if this were net urged by a god,
it should never fitly remain unpurified,
but searehed out, when a man, the best of kings,
is perished.
I
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Since the authority now
unfortunately 1s mine, which once he wielded before
260) and since we have a common wife and bed,
and we would share kindred children, if bis family
were not barren--were there generation:
since fortune has rushed upon his head
therefore, I for him, as if he were my father,
will fight out this battle; I will reach to everything,
searching to seize the very murderer
of the child of Labdacu8 and Polydoru8
and before that of Cadmus and Agenor of old.
And for those Who do not do this, I pray to the gods
270 ) to send forth neither any crops frem the earth

nor children trom women; but let their deatiny be,
as now for us, ruin; or worse than this.
And you, the other, Cadmeans, Who
are pleased by these things, may justice our ally
stand well w1th you always, and all tbe ever-Iastlns gods.

CH:

Since you put me under- a curae, Lo~d,
I shall spea.k, for I neither killed nor can point to him
who did. And for the question, it 1s for Phoebus,
who sent it, to speak about Who did this deed.

OE: What you say is just; but no single man
281) -1s able to compel the gods against their wish.

OR:

Th~

next best thing to

OE:

And

if a third,

OR:

I know a seer, a lord to Lord

~o

thls~

•• If I could speak my thougnts •.•

not pass it over withcut

spe~king.

Phoebus most like, from whom
a se~rcher, a ~~ster, might learn most clearly.
OE:

Nor have I left this th1~ idle 1n my
actions. Twice, by Creon s words, I have sent
a messenger. Th~t he is not. already here is strange.

Cli:

Indeed, the other reports are blunted, and ancient.

OE:

~bat

OR:

He was said to have been killed by travelers.

OE:

I have also heard thisj but no one 18 seen Who saw it.

sort of things are these?

I hear all words.
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CH:

And it he has any share of fec~,
he will not stay under your curses long after hearing
295)
them.

OE:

It he does net fear the deed, he will have no fe3r of
words.

CH:

But here 1s one to speak about him. for they
&lre~dy bring the sacred prophet bere,
in whom alone of all mankind 18 implanted truth.

(Enter the blind Telres1as led by a small boy, from the 81de)

OE:

o

Te1reslas. who observes all things learnable

301) and unspeakable, in heaven and walhlng on the E3rth;

though you cannot see, you nevertheless understand
with What a disease this city is ooupled. Against this
you stand as saviour, a Lord; we find you alone.
For Phoebus--lf you have not heard from a messenger-
haa sent to us, who sent, only one
release from this suffering:
we must learn the murd'erere of La1us and either
kill them or send them into exile from this land.

310) Do not refuse either the voice of the birds

nor any other road of prophecy;
take under care yourself and the city and me,
and take under your care the pollution from the death:
for we are yours, and to help all men with all
you bave and you can do is the very beat of labour••

TE:

How dreadful 1t 1s to have wisdom when it is no profit
to the man who 1s Wise. Knowing this well I let
It slip; for otherwise, I would not have come.

OE:

What is this?

You have come so

~eavy-spirlted:

TE: Let me go back to my house. Most easily you will bear
321) your burden, and I mine, if you are persuaded by me.

OE:

These words are neither fitting nor friendly
to the city which nursed, When you hold back this message.

TE:

I see that your speech is not fitting;
let me not ~3ke the same mistake.

OE:

For the sake of the gods, do not turn away with knOWledge,
since all of us beseech you 8S suppliants.
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TE:

But_n~ne of yau have knowledge. and I shall not
bring to light ~ evil, not to speak of yours!

OE: What? You will not speak your knowledge,
331) but think to betray us and destroy the city?
TE:

1 shall nei ther torment mysel f nor you.
vainly ask: You can not learn from me.

Why do you

OE:

No? 0 worst of evil men~
You could anger a atone. You w1ll not speak, but thus
unsoftened you will show yourself unbending?

TE:

You blame my disposition, and yet you are
unaware of yours; so you scorn me.

OE: wno would not be angry, hearing
340) the words by which you dishonour the city?
TE:

These things will come ot themselves. though I cover
them in silence.

OE:

Th1ngs which will come, then. you must tell me.

TE:

I can speak no more. For thie. if you wish,
be angry. Rage most savagely.

OE:

I, however, since I am angry,
shall speak all I know. For know that you do seem to me
to be a party to the deed. even the doer-
sbort of killing with your hands. It you ch~nced to
have sight,
I would aleo say the doing to be y,ours, alone.

TE: trUly?
351) by the

I tell you to abide
which you spoke out,
and from this day to speak to none,
since you are the unholy pollutor of this la.nd.
procla~aticn

OE:

Do you stir up these words 80 shamelessly?
And how do you think to escape them?

TE:

I have escaped, for my truth 1s strength.

OE:

From whom did you learn?

TE:

From

1o~.

Certainly not from your craft.

UnWilling, I turned to speak tor

you~
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OE:

What speech?

TE:

Did you not perceive before?
speak?

OE:

Not so as to say it is known; so speak again.

Speak again.

Let me learn better.
Or, do you taunt me to

TE: I say you are the murderer; the man whom you seek to
}62)
find.
tW1ce~

OE:

You shall not say sucb insufferable things

TE:

3hall I say sometting else, then, that you may be angrier?

OE:

As much

TE:

Unknowing, I say, you have been in shameful union
with your loved ones; not seeing your fearful state.

OE:

Do you think to keep saying this so easily?

TE:

If there 1s any strength 1n truth.

OE:

There is tor others; not for you. since you

TE:

You are wretched, casting these reproaches.
which every man soon shall throw at you.

OE:

You are nourished by a single night; neither I
nor any other Who sees light, can harm you at any time.

a8

you. want.

lt is said 1n

vain~

371) are blind in ear and mind. as well as eye.

TE: It is not my fate to fall by you, since Apollo
elfflees, Whose care it is to bring this about.
OE:

Are these inventions from you or Creon?

TE:

Creon is no danger to you, but you are to yourself:

OE:

o

wealth, and power, and craft above craft

381) rising in the rivalries of lite,

bow much ot envy 1s contained 1n you,
if because of this reign, which the city has given
into my hands, unasked for,
this Creon-the-true, the friend trom the start,
has come in secret, WiSLing to throw
me out. sending te1s crafty impostor,
& scheming vagabond, Who tor his gain
alone has eyes, but in his craft is blind?
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390} Come tell me, where are you a clear prophet?
Why, when the riddling watch-dog was here,
did you not speak tor release of these citizens?
And indeed, the riddle was not
for chance declaration, but needed prophetic skill.
You brought no light betore, having
knOWledge tram neither gods nor men. But It
know-nothing Oedipus, stopped her t
hitting the mark with intelligence; not learning
from birds!
I, whom you are now trying to ruin,
400) thinking to stand close by Creon's tr~one.
I think you and your partner will weep, when the
pollution
is driven out; if you did not seem too old,
you would learn to know wisdom by pain.
CH:

To UB, both this man's words and yours as well,
a Oed1pus, seem to be spoken in anger;
and such are not needed: far better to look atter how
the gad's oracle is best fulfilled by us.

And even
to reply
410) Por I do
nor have
And even

it you are the Tyrannu8, it 1s equal at least
with equality; for of this I have power as well.
not live 8a a servant to you, but to Loxias:
I been written under Creon's name.
though you have reproached me with blindne.s,
I say
your eyes can not see in what evil you are,
nor where you dwell, nor with Whom you live.
Do you know y'our parents? Not having known,
you are hostile to your race underneath and above the
ee.rth;
and the dOUble edge of the terrible-footed curse
of your mother and father shall someday drive you
fro, this land.
Now seeing straight, soon will be darkness;
420) where shall there not be a port for you cry;
where on Clthaeron shall not give it ecbo,
when you understand that wedding with which you sailed
into your house; an untrue haven, despite a fortunate
sal1.
And of many other woes you have no knOWledge,
Which will make you equal to yourself and to these,
your children.
Because of these things you abuse both Creon and
my words. Bu~nevertheless, no mortal
shall ever be so miserably destroyed as you!
TEe

125

OE:

Is it bearable to hear this from him?
QUickly~

430) Ruin take you!

Will you not leave?

Go:

At once!

me.

TE:

I would not have come, had you not

OE:

I did not know then you would apeak like a tool,
or I would have sent with great trepidation.

TE:

Then, as you think, I am foolish:
But for the parents who bore you, wise.

OE:

~bat?

TE:

This day shall both beget you and destroy you.

OE:

You always speak dark riddles.

TE:

Are you not the best to discover their essence?

OE:

You reproach me where you will find me great.

TE:

Fortune, however, has ruined you!

OE:

1~

TE:

Then I shall go.

OE:

Let him lead you.

Wait!

su~oned

Who are my parents?

I have saved this city, it is nQ care to me.
You, boy, lead

we~

Here, you are a trouble

446} at my feet; away, you would annoy me no more.

Since I have spoken on that for which I came, I shall go,
though not fearing your looks, for you can not destroy
me.
And I say to you, this man for whom you have searched
450) at length, threatening, proclaiming out
the murder of Latus; he 1s here,
1n the pretence of a foreign guest, but 800n
he shall be brought to light &s a nat1ve of Thebes,
nor will t~is event please him: for blind, who had
eight,
a beggar, who had wealth, he shall leave this land
feeling his way on the ground before him with a stick.
And he shall be brought to light as living with his
own children,
himself brother and father; and with bis wife,
Bon and mate; and of his father, sharer
of a bed and murderer. So go
inside and think of that. If I bave lied,
Bay hence. ths.t of prophecy I have no underste.nd1l18.
TE:

(Exit Telreslas and Oedipus)
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CHORUS:
Str.

5)

Ant.

11)
15)

Str.
20)

25)

First Stasimon

--Who 1s it of whom the oracle-giving Delphian rock
spoke
As unspeakable things having done, with bloody hands? (465
It is time that he. stronger
Than storm-swift steeds
Move his foot in flight.
for armed upon him leaps
With fire and lightning the son of Zeue,
(470
Ana at the same time there follow the
Fearful Fates unerring.
--For bright-flashing fittingly shln&s from the
snowy peaks
The Message of Parnassus to track the unknown mans
Ranging under the wtld
Forest and over the caves
And amid rocks, the bull,
Miserable, ie widowed on wretched foot.
From the very centre of the Barth fleeing
From the prophecies; but these, always
Livln6, hover about him.

(~6

(~O

terribly the wise interpreter of signs
arouse me,
I neither approve nor decry, but for what I shall say
I am at a 10s8.
(485
I flutter with hope, with not sight 1n the future or now.
For, of a quarrel between
The Labdacldae and the son of Polybus, neither in past
day.
Nor 1n these do I
Have understanding, because of wh1ch I might go with
proofs
Against the pppular tame of Oedipus, for the Labdacldae (495
An ally against the unknown murderer.
--Terrib~y.
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35)

--But in truth, Zeus and Apollo have intelligence and
the deeds of men
Know; but that of men this seer bas greater power
than me,
(500
There is no power of decision, though in wisdom
A man might surpass the wisdom ot another.
Yet, never would If betore I see the message set right,
Show myself blaming.
For visibly against him came the winged maid
Once, and he was shown wise in the test, and dear to
the city.
·For this, in my
(510
Heart, he shall never be liable to the name ot evil.
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Second Episode
CREON:

(Enters immediately)

Men. fellow citizens, I have learned that terrible words
are charged against me by the Tyrannus, Oedipus.
I am here, unable to bear this.
For. if in these
events he thinks to beve suffered anything from me
pointing in either word or oeed toward harm,
then I have no yearning in this life for long years,
under the force of his worda. For not singlefold
520) i8 the damage tor me which the rumour must carry,
but in the greatest amount, if by the city,
and you, and my friends, I shall have been called evil.
CHI

But perhaps this insult has come by force
of anger instead of reasoning of the he3rt.

OR:

And the words were brought to light that by my thoughts
the seer was persuaded to apeak his lying words?

OH:

These things were said, but I know not from what tboughts.

OR:

And were bis eyes rlght. and mind the 8~me,
when this accusation was charged upon me?

CH: I know not, for what rulers do, I do not see.
531) But now he is coming, himself. from his house.
OEDIPUS:

5~)

CR:

(Enters from the double doors, Centre)

You? So~ Why have you come here?
Are you so bold as to come to my house.
having been shOwn a murderer
and the palpable robber of my rule?
Come, speak, 'for the gods! Did you see some cowaroice
or stupidity in me, thus plotting to do this?
Or did you think I would not comprehend this deed
stalking up by guile--or knOWing, would not ward it oft?
Is not your attempt stupid, then.
both without numbers and the power of friends
to hunt my rule, a thing to capture with numbers and weelth?
Do you know

reply.

OE:

wh~t you are doing?
Against your s~eech
hear equal
And then. understanding, JUdge for ycurself.

You are great in speech; but at learning, I am bad,
I have found you hostile and oppressive to me.
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OR:

First hear tois from me, as I stall explain.

OE;

Do not tell this to me, that you are not evil!

OR: It you think stubbornness a good possession
550) separate' from reason, you are not rightly wise.
OE:

If you think that a kinsman doing evil
will not suffer, your wisdom is worthless:

OR:

I concede you have spoken this justly. But what
is the suffering you said you have Buffered? Teach me.

OE:

Did you or not persuade me to send
for the seer; that this was tor my good?

OR:

And now, I am still

OE:

How much, then, time; since Lalus--

OR:

-~-did

OE:

---was swept away from sight by

OR:

Lon~

OE:

Was this seer at his craft then?

OR:

Similarly in wisdom, and equal in honour.

'O'E:

Did he mention augbt about me at that time?

OR:

Never anything when be was standing near to me.

OE:

Did you never have a search because of the murder?

OR:

We did, how could we not?

OE:

And why did this wise man not

what deed?

t~e

same about the advice.

I do not understahd.
~iolence?

and ancient times would needs be measured.

But we heard nothing from this.
8pe~k

of this then?

OR: I do not know. wbat I do not understand, I keep in
569)
silence.
OE:

This much you know and could speak with good knOWledge.

OR:

What is it?

OE:

That, if he had not dealt with you,

For, if I know, I shall not deny.

573) he would not have said that I killed

La1us~
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CR:

If he says this. you know it. But I deem it just
to learn as much from you as you from me.

OE:

Learn well.

CR:

Well. then. have you married my sister?

OE'

You question where there can stand no denial.

CR:

And do you rule equally with her in th1s land?

OE:

All ehe wishes 1s prov1ded by me.

CR:

And am I not equal to you two as a third?

OE:

In this. exactly. you are shown evil.

I sball never be found the murderer.

CR: No. if you would consider clearly, as I do,
584) and first consider tbis; do you think that one
would rather rule with fears than sleep
untroubled, if he would wield the same power?
1 have no yearning 1n my nature
to be a ruler, but rather to do royal deeds.
11ke any other who knows how to be temperate.
590} For now I have everytaing trom you without fear;
if I were rUler, I should do much against my will.
How much sweeter can it be for me to have the throne
than my present painless influence and power.
Not yet am I so much misguided as
to yearn tor other than things with fine advantage.
Now I am delighted with everything; all greet me;
now all have need of you, first call me out,
tor therein are all their hopes of good fortune.
Why then should I

t~ke

that, and give teiis up?

6oo} No mind would ever turn evil, knowing good.

But 1 do not love a thought of this nature,
nor could I submit to work at thie with another.
For proof of tbis, that all I told you 1s right.
go to Pytbo yourself, and ask of the oracle.
Then, from this, it you find that the seer and I
have planned together, slay me not with a single
vote, but take me with two; yours and mine.
But do not convict me privately, with a secret decision.
It is unjust both to think evil men falsely
610) good, or good men, in the acme way, evil.
To C?st away a good friend is equal, I say,
to doing the same ttlng With ycur life, Which
most is loved.
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But in time you will know theae things without a alip,
since time alone reveals a good man;
but you could know an evil man in Just one day.
CH:

He has spoken well tor one who cares not to fall,
Lord, for those swift to think do not fail to slip.

OE:

When some swift plotter swiftly moves,
then I must be 8wift to plot 1n return.
620) For, if I wait tor him at rest,
hls ends will be gained. and mine missed the mark.
CR:

Then what do you wish, to cast me out of the land?

OE:

1 want to kill you, not to let you flee.

CR:

And thus you would show what sort of thing is envy?

OE:

Do you speak as ne1ther yielding nor

CR:

No, for I see your lack ot sense.

OE:
CR:

Enough for me.
It should be equally for me.

OE:
CR:

But your nature is evil.
And if you perceive nothing?

OE:

OR:

One must nonetheless rule.
Not when you rule eVilly.

o

OE:
CR:

com~lying?

And

~y

City.

City~

city as well. not yours alone.

CH: Stop, Lords. In fit time I see Jocasta
632) coming to us trom her palace. With her,
you should put down this present strite.
JOCA~TA:

(Enters trom double doors, Centre)

Why this ill-advised discord, 0 miserable ones,
have you raised with your tongues? Are you not
aspamed, this land
being sick, to stir up merely personal baseness?
Come into the palace, and you, Creon, go to your house
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and do not make a small suffering large:
CR:

Sister, your husband thinks it just to do

640) terrible things to me; two separate evils:

either to banish me from my fatherland, or to slay me.

OE:

I concede that fully.
I have oaught him, wife,
doing evil to me with bis evil craft.

CR:

Y~y I not have advantage, but be cursed, if I have done
,any of the deeds with whioh you cha~ged me; let me die:

JO;

0, ror the sake ot the gpds, believe this, Oedipus;

most at all for this tearful oath by the gods,
and then for my sake and those who stand before you.
First Kommos

Str.

--CH: Be persuaded, consent, and have understanding,
Lord, I beseech you.

OE:

What do you wish that I y1eld to you?

CH:

To respect Who never before was childish, and who now
by his oath is strong.

OE:

Do you know wbat you ask?

CH:
OE:

I

know.
Tell me your thoughts.

CH:

Never to cast a friend under oath
(656
unhonoured, by unknown reports, into guilt.

OE:

Be well assured that, 1n asking this, for me
you are seeking ruin~ or exile from this land.

Str. --CH: No, by the god Who stands before all the gods. (660
10) Helios; since 50dle86, friendless, whatever 1s the worst
may Idle, 1f I ~ve t\1s Idea.
But now the land decays 1n terrible fate;
(665
this hurts my soul. and also if evils on evils
14) are beaped, from you two to those of long ago.
OE:

Then let him go, even if I must die,
{669
or be tt~U8t d1shonourably from this land by force.
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For 10ur piteous voice, not his, I have compassion.
And be, no matter where he is, shall be hated.
CR:

You are shown hateful in yielding. but violent, wbenever
your passion goes too far. And naturee like this
are themselves, with reason, the hardest to bear.

OE:

Leave me and go away.

CR:

I shall go.
(676
In you I rind prejudice; though in these men, equality.
(EXit, Creon)

Ant.

--CH: Woman, why do you delay to bring h1m into the
house?
(678

JO:

I shall. When I have learned this fortune.

CH:

Unknowing belief came from speech, and injustice
hurts the heart.

JO:

TheBe by both?

OH:
JO:

(680

Yes.
And what waa the speech?

CH:
20)

SUfficient for me, the land being shown
diseased, to leave it where it has ceased.

OE:

Do you see that you h~Ye come, a man being good
in your mind, to letting this drop and blunting my
heart?

Ant.

--CH: 0 Lord, I have spoken before, not once alone: (689
know that deranged. devoid of wisdom I will
have been shown, if I should forsake you.
who--my beloved land wandering around
with troubles--have brought a wind to set it right, (693
and who now, it you will, would become a safe guide.

25)
28)

JO:

For the sake of the gode also tell me, Lord. for what
deed you made this wrath to stand?
(699

OE:

I will tell; for r honour you more than these men,
my wife:
because of Creon, who has plotted against me.
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JO~

5peak, if you will tell of the accusing of the stTire.

OEs

He eays that I am the murderer of Laius.

JO:

From his own knowledge, or that of another?

OEI

He Bent that knavish seer, since he
himself keeps his tongue free of gUilt.

JO:

Release yourself of this about which you speak;
listen to me and learn how no mortal
has anything of the seer's craft.
710) and I will show you a proof of this.
An oracle came to La1uB once, I will not say
from Phoebus himself, but from his sergeants,
that his fate would be to die from his so,n,
who would be born from me and by him;
Now he, by report, once by alien
robbers was killed where the three rOaQ8 meet.
From the birth of the child no,t three days were passed
and his ankles were bound and he was cast
by anotherls bands onto the untrodden mountain.
720) Apollo falleo to bring it to pass for him
to become the slayer of his father; nor for LaiUs,
the terrible thing which he teared, to be killed by his son.
Thus did message. of the seers determine.
No longer give them heed; for what the god
searches to use, he will eas1ly bring to light.
OE:

As I hear this clearly, wife,
what a wandering soul and excited mind I have!

JO:

What care has turned you around to say this?

OE: I thought I hear this from you, that La1us
730) was murdered Where the three roads meet.

JO :

You hea.rd tha t

OE:

And where stands the place of this misfortune?

JO:

Phoois the land is called, and a divided road
leads to this trom Delphi and trom Daulla.

OE:

And bow much time has passed since tbis1

JO:

Just before you were shown ruling this land
this was announced to the city.

J

nor

has

1 t eyer

Q,ea ••d "
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OE:

0 Zeus, what have you planned to do with me?

JO:

And why does this burden your heart,

0

Oedipus?

OE: Do not yet speak of that, but S&y something
741) of Lalus; what point of manhood was he at?
JO:

Tall, white just sprinkling his hair.
and his torm not much removed from yours.

OE:

0 gods, gods~ I think I have cast myself under
a terrible curse just now. and did not know it!

JO:

~bat?

OE:

I am fearfully heavy-spirited, lest the seer is not olinda
But you would show more, 1f you would speak out once again.

JO:

Though I shrink back; learning your speech, I shall speak.

I shrink from looking upon you, Lord.

OE: Did he go with just a few, or having
751) many men, with a captain and a guard?
JO:

There were five altogether. and one of them was
a herald; Lalus had also one wagon.

OE:

Great gods: Now this shines clear. Who was it
who spoke these words to you, my wife?

JO:

A servant Who came back, alone having fled.

OE:

Kight he, in fortune, be in this bouse?

JO:

No. For when he came back, and saw you
1n power, Laius being dead,
160) he entreated me, emoracing my hand
to send him to the pastures of the sheep,
Where he might be far from the sight of the city:
and I sent him. For he, though a slave, was worthy
to deserve even more than this favour.
OE:

How might he come back most quickly?

JO:

Easily, but why do you send for him thus?

OE:

I fear, lest I have said too much,
because of which. I wish to see him.

JO:

He Will come.

But it is just for me to lea.rn
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770) what is born

OE:

80

heavily in you, Lord.

It shall not be kept from you, these hope.
having come to me. For who is better
for me to talk to ttan you in this fortune2

My father was Folybus of Corinth,
my mother the Dorian Merope. And I lived
as the greatest of c1tizens, until
this fortune tell--unusual,
though hardly worth the trouble I tooK;
a man at dinner, full of drink,
780) said t~at I was a counterfeit Bon
of my father. And I, being oppressed, that day
'could hardly hold back, but the next day coming
I asked my mother and father.
Tbey took
the insult hard from him who cast it,
and I was pleased by them. But nevertheless,
this pressed on me, for the rumour crept f~r about.
Unknown of my mother and father I Journeyed
to Pytho and PhoebUS, and I was sent
away dissatisfied. But speaking other
790) miserable and terrible things, he revealed
that it was fated for me to 11e With my mother,
that I would show an insufferable family to the sight
of men,
that I would murder the fa.ther who begot me.
And haVing heard this, I fled from Corinth,
henceforth measuring its location by the st~rs,
to where I should never see the disgrace
'fo the evil oracle accomplished by me.
And walking along, I came to that place
in Which you said your ruler died.
800) And to you, my wife, I shall trUly speak;
wben I traveled near to those three roads,
I met a herald and a man upon
a horBe-drawn cart, as you have said.
And from the road the leader and toe man
were driving me by force
when I struck in anger the driver who was
pushing me; the old man seeing me,
wptched me pass by the carria.ge, and brought down
a two-pointed goad 1n the aiddle of my head.
810) I did not pay him merely with an equal penalty,
but I struck him with the staff 1n this hand, and flat
on his back
he straightaway rolled from the seat of the carriage;
arid I killed all the rest.
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But it this stranger
1s any blood relation to Laius,
wbat man 1s more wretched than this now before you?
What ffian could be more hated by the godS1
One whom no stranger nor citizen
can receive into his house, nor address any words,
but must thrust from his home. And this curse
820) is put on by me on myself.
Ey my own hands I detile the bed of the corpse;
those bands by which he was sla1n. Am I evil?
Am I not most unclean if I must flee,
and also 1n my flight not see my people.
nor step in my native land; or else in wedlock
join with my aotber, and kill my father
Polybus, who begot and reared me?
Would not these things be judged to come
from a cruel diVinity, by men who Bpe~k r1gGtly?
830) No! Not, 0 pure glory of the gods,
may I see this day, but let me go
unnoticed from mortals before I see
attached to me the terr1ble stains of this event!

CH:

These are terrible things to me, a Lord;
until true knowledge bas come to you, have hope.

OE:

And truly, hope 1s with me just this much;
the man--the shepherd--to await: this alone.

JO:

And when he is shown, what 1s y-ur purpose?

OE: 1 will teach YOu; if h1s story 1s found to be
840) 8.S yours. I may escape this calsmity.
JO:

And what unusual words did you hear from me?

OE:

You said he told you the man was killed
by robbers; if then he speaks of the S~IDe
number, I am not the slayer.
For one c n not be equal to many.
But if he spesks of one man, a single traveler,
then plainly this deed must fall to me.

JOr

But as this word shone. it now 1s thus;
and he c~n not cast it out.
850) The city he~rd this too, not I alone.
And if he should turn awa.y from his early words,
a Lord. he can never show the murder of Laius
to be right with the prophecy. since Loxias
said -he W9.S to d le by my child.
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And indeed that wretched one never
killed him. but he had perished before.
~O. for seer-craft, I would
have sight neither to one side nor the other.
DE: You think ~ell. but nevertheless Bend someone
86o} to summon the shepherd. and do not let this go.
~o:

us go into the house,
for I would do nothing tha.t was not de2.r to you.
(Exit Jocasta and Oedipus)

1 shall send at once; but let
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CHORUS:Str.

5)

Ant ..
11)

15)

Str.
20)

25)

30)

Ant.

35)

40)

Second Staai810D

--May my destiny let me bear
Reverend purity in all speeking
And doing. w~ose primary laws are before U8 (865
High-footed; laws born
Through the aether of heaven. of which 01ympu8
Alone is father. Neither was their's
A mortal birth brought forth
From men; and may forgetfulness never put them to aleep: (870
Great in them is the god, nor will he grow old!
--Pride gives birth to the tyrant;
(873
Pr1de, It it satiate Itself of ~uch in vain
That Is neither fitting nor suitable.
Climbs to the highest peak
And, at the edge of the precipice, tr~uat8 into necessity
Where his foot 1s useless
To use. But the good
Rivalry which t e city has. I pray to the god never
to lose;
(880
Never will I let go the god. hold ine:; him my prQ,tec tor:
--And if any man disdainfully goes 1n word or deed, (883
Unf'earful of Justice, nol'
Worshipping l~ages of the gods.
Mayan evil destiny take him
In return for his wretched indUlgences:
If he will not justly g~ln his ga1ne
And keep himself from unholy deeds
(890
Or if, actlne; valnl]i, he touche-s of untouchables:
In this. whst man will claim to ward off
The shafts of the gods from his Boul?
And if such deeds are honoured,
(895
Why should I dance?
--No longer at the untouchable centre of the earth
Nor at the temple of Abae
(900
Nor ly pla, shall I worshIp.
If the oraal s are not ~anifest
To all en a fitting together.
But, 0 ost owerful, if you are rightly called,
Zeus, ll-ru11ng, may It net escape
You Sire, and your ever-deathless reign;
(905
The dec~ylng ancient utterances about Lalus,
Your oracles. already are 19nored,
Ana nowhere 18 Apollo shinlng in hcncur~
Divinity wanders haltingly about.
(910
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Third Episode
JOCh~TA:

(Enters alone, tram central doors)

911) Lord s of this land, a thought has come to me .

to visit the shrines of the gada, bringing thIs wreath
in my hands and these offer1ngs of incense.
Oedipus lifts his spirit too much on high
with exceS8 passion; Dor, like a man
of intelligence, does he judge the Dew things by the old,
but believes the speaker, It he says terrible things.
Since, accordingly, my advising does nothing very much,
to you, 0 Lyclan Apollo.-tor you are most near-
920) I have come as suppliant with these prayers,
that you may find some way to free us from pollution.
Now we all shrink back, seeing him
in panic, who is the helmsman of our ship.

MEb ENGER, From Corinth: (Enters

fro~

slde)

Might I from you, 0 Strangers, learn where
is the house of the tyr~nnus, Oedipus?
Or better yet, tell his present ple.ce, if you know where.

CH:

This is the palace and be is within, a otranger;
this woman is mother ot his children.

ME: Then may she be happy and always live
930) with happy people, be1n8 his wife.
JO:

The S3me to you, stranger, tor you deserve it
because of your fair words. But speak of what
you have come to find out, and wha.t you wish to rev,eal.

ME:

Good for your house and y - ur husband, Lady.

JO:

wbat is this good?

ME:

From Corinth. And you will be pleased at the words
I Shell speak.
How could you not? But also equally
unha.ppy.

JO:

How does this have a double power?

From whom do you come?

ME: The people of the Isthmian land Wish to pl~ce him
940) as tyr~nnus; as it was said there, to me.
JO:

Is not the aged Polybus still in power?
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~m:

No longer, since death now has him in his grave.

JO:

What are you saying?

Is Polybus dead. old man?

ME:

It I do not speak the

truth~

JO:

Girl. go and tell this to your master.
Quickly! 0, prophecies of the gods,
where are you? Oedipus fled long ago,
fearing to kill this man, and now
he has died by fortune; not by that prophecy.

OE:

Wife, dear to my heart"

JO:

Listen to this man, and see to Where
the holy prophecies of the gods have come.

OE:

Just who is he, and wbat does he have to say to me?

JO:

He 1s from Corinth, announcing your father
PolybuB aa no longer being; he has died.

O~:

What is this stranger?

ME:

If first it is necessary to announce
this clearly, know well he has gone to death.

OE:

By which, treaohery or intervention ot disease?

ME:

A slight sinking 1n the balance lays an ancient body
to rest.

I deserve to die:

Jocasta.

951) why have you summoned me from the palace?

961)

Be an interpreter to me.

OE:

Then 1t seems he was t91ken, having been made wretched
by disease.

ME:

And by a long measure ot time.

OE:

~o.
0 gods ••• Why, then, wife, should one look
to the hearth at the Pyth1an seer, or up to
screeching birds, by Whose gu1d1ng
I was to kill my fath~r.

He 1s dead,
hidden under the ground, and I am here,
Without touching a weapon; unless he wasted
910) away longing for his aon--then he would have died by
But for the oracles as they are, at least,

~e.
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Po1ybus 1s in r.ades, ana the worthless
with him.

or~cles

are

JO:

Did I not tell ysu

OE:

You spoke, but I

JO:

Then no lonber take any of teese tt1ngs to heart.

OE:

But still, I must surely shrink from my mother's ped?

tb~t,

w~s

long ago?

m1sled by

fe~r..

should man fear, Who 1s ruled by fortune
and has clear foresight of nothing?
It 1s best to live without purpose, as you are able.
980) Do not fear of marriage to your mother,
for Rany ~en already, in dreams,
have lain with their mothers. That man to whom
these are as noth1ng; most easily does he bear his life.
JO:

~hv

OE:

These outspoken words of yours would all be fine
lf she who bore ~e, her child, were not alive.
But she lives, and though you speak well, I must
8hr ink back.

JO:

But the burial of your father 1s a beacon to us.

OE.

Important, I understand; but my fear 1s of the living.

ME:

And who is the woman whom you so much fear?

OE,

Merope, old man, who lived with Polybus.

ME:

And what is it about her that bears you in fear?

DE:

A fearful

ME:

)Iay it be spoken, or is it nor right for a.nother to
know?

993)

or~cle

sent from the gods,

0

stranger.

OE:

Yes; for Lox1as once said that tor me it would
be necess~ry to sleep with my mother and take
with my hands the b~ood of my father.
Because of this I have lived far from Corinth
for years. This was fortunate, but still
it is joyful to see the eyes of parents.

ME:

And shrinking back
an exile?

fro~

this you went from there
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And not wishing to be a murderer, old man:

O&~

Then why have I not released you, Lord,
l003)trom this fear, since I have come well-minded?

MEl

OE:

Indeed, you Justly receive mJ gratitude.

ME:

Indeed, I came mostly for that, so wben
you came home, I should have some fine advantage!

OE:

But I shall never come close to my parent••

ME:

0, child, surely you do not know what you are doing ••••

OEI

In what

wa~,

old man; for the sake of the gods, teach

gse.

ME:

--It for this you flee, never again to go home.

OE:

I fear, lest Phoebus come out true tor me.

ME:

1012)

Lest, in truth, you receive a pollution from your
parent.?

OE:

Just that, old man.

ME:

Do you know, then, that you have nothing to fear?

OE:

Why nothing, if I am a child born of these parents?

MEl

Slnce Polybus va. no relation to you in

OE:

wbat?

ME:

No more than this man who speaks, out equally

OE:

And how is my father equal to one who 1s nothing to me?

ME:

Since he was not your father; neither he nor I.

OE:

Then, why did he call me his son?

ME:

Know, that he took you as a gift from my .ands.

OE:

Could he love one WGO came from another's hands?

ME:

Yes, for his former lack of sons persuaded him.

OE:

Did you buy me t or g1ve me to him through fortune?

This must alwaya frighten me.

blood~

Was not Polybus my father?
So~

~
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ME L

I found you in a wooded glen of C1 thaeron.

O£:

Why were you in that place?

ME:

I had charge of the flocks of the mountain.

OE:

You were a shepherd, a wand-erer for hire?

ME&

And of you, child, at that time a saviQur as ",ell.

OE:
1031)

And what was my misfortune when you took me in
your arms?

ME:

The ankles of your feet might be witness to

OE:

0 gods!

ME:

I loosed you

OE:

A fearful

ME:

So, froll your fortune you were called this which you
are now?

OEI

F~r

ME:

I do not know.

th~t.

Why do you speak of those ancient evils?
w~en

your feet

dlsgr~ce

the sake of the
father?

~ere

I carried from

gods~

pinned togebter.
~y

swaddling clothes.

Was this from my

~otber

He who gave you knows better than I.

OE; You took me fl'om another?
1039)
through fortune?

You did not find me

~~:

No, another shepherd had given you to me.

OE:

Who?

ME:

I suppose that he was some servant of Lalus.

OE:

He Who was ruler of th1s land long ago?

ME:

The same; he was a shepherd for that Lord.

OE:

And 1s he still liVing, that I might see him?

ME:

You people of this land should know best.

OE:

or

Do you know well enough to reveal by speech?

18 there anyone of you close by here
who knows of the shepherd of whom be speaks?
,Have you seen him in the fields or close by here?
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lOSO)Tell me~

It is fitting time for these ttings to
heve been discovered.

CHI

think him to be no other than the man from the
fields
for whom you searched to see before.
But Jocaata might tell this new.

OE:

Wife, what do you know about him whom
we have just summoned to come? Is he the man spoken of?

JO:

vfuy speak of hl~ at all? Disregard it.
On what he said keep no idle thoughts 1n y "ur mind.

OE:

I

This must not be. Holding these clues
will bring my birth to light!

I

JO: Do not sesrch for this. for the sake of the gOdS;
l061)or if you care tor your own life; I am sick enough.
OE:

Take courage. EYen if I shall show myself
t~~lce a slave of three mothers, you shall not be
shown base.

JO:

Be persuaded by me, I beg

OE:

I can not be persuaded not to l'ee.rn this cleArly!

JO:

But trUly, having true intelligence. I speak the best
tor you.

OE:

These best worde Just now grieve me.

JO:

0 unlucky one. may you never know who you

OE:

Someone go and lead the herdsman here to me.
her sit, taking pleasure from her noble family.

JO:

Gods, my gods! Wretched one! This alone
I say to you! Nothing else; never again.
(Exit. rushes ins1de)

OR:

Oedipus, Why has the woman gone, dashing
away 1n wild grief? 1 fear that from
this silence will burst out only evil!

OE1.

Whatever must be, let it burst forthj and I
even if I am low-born, still wlsh to learn my origin.
Perhaps she is ashamed of my base birth,

yOUj

do not do this!

are~

l~O)Let

c~n
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ror she 1s high strung, more than a woman's spirit.
1080)But 1 holding myself a child of Fortune
Which gives good, will not be dishonoured.
For I was born of that mother, and my relations,
the months, have defined me in turn, small and great.
having been born at such, I could neyer come out
such another man that I would not learn my birth.

CHORUS:

(During this ode the characters remain on stage.

It is more properly a
1s livelier and more

~~6pX~~~
lyrlc~l th~n

, a 'dance-song ' which
the ordinary

a~6aL~ov

)

Third ;:;taslmon
Str.

5)

Ant.

10)

--If I am a prophet and skillful in underst~nding
Tben, by Olyllpus, not ahall you fail
o C1thaeron, by the morrow's
Full moon, to be hon~ured by Oedipus both as fellow
Native and as nurse and mother,
And to be celebrated by us 1n dance, because of
kindnesses to my Lord.
Phoebus, to whom go cries, may these be ple~sing to you.
--Child, who bore you of the long-lived ones1(1098
Who, with the mount~ln-roa~ing Pan
(1100
As father, conceived you? Or are you from some mate
or Loxlas, for all the bighland pastures are dear to him:
Or either from Cyllene's king,
(1104
Or the god of the Bacch~nt8, dwelling on the mountain tops;
a good '~fin4" from one of the
Ny~phs of Helicon, with whom he sports the mOBt~
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Fourth Episode

OE: It I may guess, who have never seen the man,
llll)elders, I think I see the shepherd
for whom we have searched a long time. In his age,
he seems right, and is commensurate with this manls
words;
and, moreover, I recognize his leaders a8 men
of my houae. But you might know the truth better
than I, perhaps, since you have Been the man betore.
CHI

Yee, I am sure that I know him; he was one of Laius l
men;
a man as trustw,ortby as any shepherd.

(The

HERDS~~

OEs

First I ask you, Corinthian stra.nger,
you spe~king of him?

now enters from the side)

1120)wer~

This very one', whom you see.

ME:

OEt

You there, old man~ Look here and answer
what I ahall aak. Were you a servant ot Laius?

HE:

I

eE:

Doing what, in what sort of life?

HE:

For the greatest part of my llfe I tended sheep.

OE:

Where did you pssture the most?

HE:

On Cithaeron some, and

OE:

Do you remember seeing this man at those places?

HE:

Doing what?

OE:

fhia one here.
now?

RE:

Hot that I could speak of, at once, from memory.

W88;

not a bought slave, but raised in his house.

sc~e

on nearby fields.

Of what man are you speaking?'
Or h ve you assooiated with him before

ME: And it 1s no wender, master; but I shall clearly
ll33)recall to hie mind the unknown. For I know that
he c~n remember when he had two flocks
on Cithaeron himself, and I had one;
and when he lived with me three six-month seasons
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altogether, trom Spring to Arcturus.
For the winter I drove my herd into
1139)my told, and he drove his to th~t of Lalus.
Am I speaking this right, or do I not say what happened?
hlB:

You speak truthfully, though after a long span of time.

ME:

Tell me now, do you know of the child you gave me
then, which I was to nurse as my own, a foster child?'

HE:

'that ls it?

ME:

This 1s he, old friend; be who was then so young.

HE:

Ruin take you:

OE,

Ah. do not correct him. old man, since your
speech wants correcting more than bls.

HE:

And in wta.t,

OE:

Not telling of the boy, as he asks.

liE:

He speaks with no knOWledge; he talks without purpose.

~by

0

do you ask thls?

Be ail,ent!

best of wasters, do I miss the mark?

OE: You may not speak from gratitude, but you shall speak
1152)
through groa.ns!

HE:

Surely. for the sake of the gods, you would not
tort,ure an old man?

OE;

Someone, SWiftly; bend back his arms:

HE:

0 wretched one!

OE:

Did you give the child to him?

HE:

I gave it; it would bave been better to have died on
that day.

OEs

You will be led to that yet, unless you speak the truth.

HE:

I am destroyed much more if I do speak.

OE:

This man. it seems, 1s driven to delays.

HE:

No!

to learn?

I am

not~

In front of you?

What do you want

I sald before that I gave h1m the child.
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OE: From what source did you take it; from your family,
1162)
or another?

HE:

Not from my own.

OE:

From which of these citizens; what

HE:

For the gods

OE:

You are destroyed if I ask this again.

HE:

He was one of the children of Laius' house.

OE:

A slave, or one of his own begotten sons?

HE:

0 gods!

OE:

And I to hearing:

I

I received it from a man.
housa~

sake, 14asterj do not, do not a.sk further!

I a.m near in this to speaking a terrible thing.

but nonet·beless, one must hear.

HE: The ohild was said to be his own. But she
l172)inside could tell you better than I.

OE:

Then, did she give it to you?

EE:
OE:

Exactly, Lord.
For what purpose?

HE:
O~:

That I should destroy tte child.
Wretched!

Her own ohild?

HE:
OE:

bhe shrank from evil prophecies.
What sort?

HE:

.

The

mess~ge

was for him to kill his own father.

O ·. •

Then Why did you give him to this man?

FoE:

Through

comp~ssion, 0

c~rried

to

Master, thinking he would be
from wrence r-e c~me.
1180)3ut Le s~ved hie for the werst evil. If yeu are
who te said, know th~t you were born to misery.

CE:

~nother l~ndj

Gods! &Ods, all this is come out true.
C Light! For the last time I look upon you.
I am BLown both of unfitting parents,
and accursed in marriage, and in my un-n~tural murder.
(Exi t)
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Four~ ~tasimon

CHORUS:
Str.

5)

--0 generations of mortals
As equal to nothing do I consider your living.
For who--what man--bears
More of happiness
(1190
Than so ~uch as only to seem,
Ahd seeming, to turn away?
This of yours 1s held a parad1gm,
This, your daemon, yours, 0 wretched Oedipus; of ~ortalB (1195
I pronounce no one blessed.

Ant. --Having shot too
11) High, he became ~aster of prosperity, happy in all tbings.
o Zeus, be caused to de~troy herself
The crooked-taloned oracleChanting maiden; and against death
(1200
15) He stood up as a strong tower for my land.
For this you are called King
By me, and ~08t honoured, in great
Thebes holding the reign.
Str. --But now, of whom is It more miserable to hear? (1204
20) Who, 1n savage ruin, in suffering
A dweller, 1n an exchange of life?
Alas t revered Oedipus,
The bounteous harbour-(1208
the self-same--was SUfficient,
25) child and father, for the husband.
How on this earth were the furrows ploughed by your
father able to bear you, wretched one,
And hold you so long in s11ence?
Ant.
30)

- 35)

--Against your Will, all-seeing T1me hae found you;(1213
He JUdges the marrlege which 1s no marr1~ge, wherein
too long
Begotten is also begetter.
Alas, 0 child of Laius,
would that, o~would that
1 had never seen you.
1 lament exceeding lamentation
from my lips. To speak uprightly, I revived
because of you.
But now I have closed my eyes in sleep.
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Exodus
SERVA1~T:

(A messenger

~rom

the palaoe)

1223)0 you who are moat honoured of this land.
what deeds you shall see, shall hear, and how ~uoh grief
shall be aroused in you, if kinsman-llke stll1
you bave respect tor the house ot Labdacus!
For, I believe that neither rster nor Phas1s
could purify this palace. so much evil
it conceals, and soon will br1n~ into light
1230)wll11ngly and not Qnwillingly. And ot these griefs
they will pain most Which are brought to light as
selt-chosen.
CH:

We knew what went before Was not without
heavy suffering; what can you add to this?

SE:

The swiftest of the words to speak. and 80
to learn ••.• Our great Jocasta is dead.

CH:

0 moat

ffilser~ble~

From wbat cause?

SE:

She, by herself. And of whet bas bappened, the worst
of the pain 1s forbidden y~u; your sight was not there.
But nevertheless, as far as my memory remaLns,
1240)you will learn the pitiful dis~ster of the woman.
When, SUbject to passion. she entered the hall.
she came straight to her bridal bed,
tearing her hair with the fingers ot both her hands.
and as she ,came in. she slammed the doors together
behind her.
Then she called Laius--long sine. an ancient corpse-
having her memory of the act of conception long ,ago
by Which he w~s to die leaving a mother
to bear wretched fruit by h1s own ch1ld.
She lamented the marriage bed, then. wretched, the
tWo-fold
brood sbe bore; a husband by a husband, children by
1250)
a ch11d.
And atter this, I know hot how ahe perished.
for Cedipus rushed in with shouts; because of hill
her m1sery w~s not to be seen to tbe end.
But we stared at him as he wandered about;
he dashed to and fro asking for a sword,
and where he would ffieet a Wife and' a Wife,
the maternal
furrow of the two-fold seed--himself and his children.
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Raging, some divinity showed him his way,
for no one of men was near.
1260)With a fearful about, aa if let by some guide,
he drove at her doors, and out from their sockets
he bent in the bolts of the doors, and fell into
the room.
And there we saw the womB.n hanged,
entangled by a still-swinging twisted rope.
AS Boon as he saw, he undid the hansing noose
with a terrible and miserable cry. ADd when the woman
was stretched on the ground. tbe sight of the rest was
unbea.rable:
having torn from her gar~entB the wrought~gold
pins, with which she had fastened her clothes,
1270)he lifted them high. then struck down on his eyes
and spoke: I no longer shall you s.e
neither such evils as I suffered, nor those I worked,
but tram now what you should not have seen you shall
see in the dark; whom I longed for you shall not know:'
Along with thl.B d lrge &:9.ny times, and not once alone,
with l1fted hands he struck his eyes, and the bloody
eye-balls vet his beard J nor sent forth
drops of damp gore, but altogether a black
hail-storm of blood was shed.
1280)These twin evils broke forth, not Just one.
but for a man and Wife a commingled eVil.
The long-standing prosperity of before
was Justly happiness; but lXIf I today.
sighing, ruin, death, aham., all evils
which can be namea--none of them are not here.
CH:

And 1s there now any respite from this evil for
the sufferer?

He calls out to open the bar., and t~us make visible
to all Cadmeans the murderer of his· father,
hie mother--thla Unholy speech may not be spoken by me:
l290)and he intends to cast hl~se1f from ttls land.
to remain no longer in his accursed house.
Yet, he lacks strength. and needs a guide,
tor the sickness 1s too much to bear.
But this, he will show you. The bars of the gate are
opening.
SE:

You shall soon see a sight
Buch that even he who abhors it, must still have
corrpa.ssion!
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Second KoJDaOS

OK:

0 terrible misfortune for men to see;

5)

Ever chanced to bit; what frenzy has come
(1300
Upon you, 0 M1ser~ble! Which divinity
Has leapt upon you, greater than the greatest
Leap, with ill-starred fate?

o most terrible of all that I have

10)

Oh: Gods, gods~ Nor am I able to look upon
You; wishing to ask much, to learn much,
And h~vinB much to consider;
(1305
What a shuddering holds me!

OE:

Oh!

Gods~

15)

OH:

str.

20)

eli:

Oh~

Goda: I am wretched, wretched:
wnere on this earth am I carried in suffering? where
Doee my voice fly through the air?
(1310
o divinity, where have you leapt?
Into a dreadful place; neither to be seen nor looked
upon.
--OE: 0 cloud
Darkness, repulsing me, co~ing on ~e unspoken,
Unconquered, and driven by an unfair wind. (1315

or

Oh:

Oh!

Again, again! How am I at the same time pierced
By the biting of those points &pA also the memory
ot my evils.

It 1s no wonder that in such suffering
You should both lament and suffer two evl1s.(l32Q

Ant. --OE: 0 friend,
26) You are stl11 my steadfast companion.

30)

For still
You remain with me, attendant to a blind ~an.
Gods~
Gods:
You are not unnoticed by me, I perceive
(1325
Your voice cle~rlYJ despite the d~rkness.

CR:

0, who did terrible

Str.
35)

bow could you bear
woo of tte divinities induced you?

t~ings,

To quench ycur sight?

--OE: From Apollo this was; from Apollo, friends.
He brOUght
To pass these my eYil, evil sufferings:
(1330
But no one raised his hand but I, the sufferer, mYBelf~
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What was fit for me to Bee;
For whose seeinE there was nothing sweet to see? ll335
CH:

This was even as you say.

OE:

What am I to see, or
to love, or what address is
Still pleasing to hear, friends?
Lead me away from this pla.ce as sWiftly a.s pOBsible. (.1340
Lead me away, friends. the utterly lost,
Most accursed one, and by the gods
(.1345
The most hated of mortals.

40)

45)

CH:

Wretched equally for your mind and for your experiences,
80 that I wish that you had never had knowledge.

Ant.
50)

--OEt Perish whoever it W~B who released me
From the harsh shsckles on my lonely feet. and saved me
From being a~ong the de~d; a deed with no thanks:
For. if I had died then,
I-were not such a grief to my friends and myself. (1355

OR:

Thls wieh was also mine.

OE:

Then I would not have become the murderer
Of my father, nor would I tave been called
Husband of the ~ortal from whom I was born.
But now I am abandoned by the gods, and am son of an
unholy
Mother, and a bed-sharer of him Who conceived my
wretched birth.
And if tbere were any more anc lent evil of evils. (1365
Oedipus had gained it as his portion.

55)

60)

CH:
62)

OE:

I know not how I said yeu to have counselled well,
For you were better no longer being, than living blind.

That this deed 1s not for the best
neither teach nor counsel ~e.
(1370
For I do not knew with what eyes
I could ever have looked on my father in Eades,
nor, indeed, on my wretched mother.
My deeds against both were too gress even for strangling.
Is the sight of my children desirable to look
upon, born as they were born?
No! Not ever that Bight by these eyes;
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nor towers. nor cities. nor the sacred statues
of the gods: from these thl~g8 I, the most wretched
l380)man of all who live in Thebes,
withdraw myself. I who have commanded
all to thrust away the pollution;
I who am shown impure. the son of Laius.
And having disclosed my defilement.
was I to look uprightly on you with my eyes?
Not at all~ If there were some gate in
this font of hearing I would not have tailed
to thoroughly seal my miserable carcass.
1389)so that blind. my hearing would alao beIDtbingi
it is sweet for thoughts to live apart from these evils.
o CithaeroD. why did you take me? And taking me,
why did you not kill me outright, so that men would
never come to know me later as myself7

o

Polybus and Corinth and that ancient
house I called my father's, how fine
was my youth, and under the surface what festering evil:
For now, I am found evil--from evila.
o triple roads, and hidden wooded
.glen, and nar-row crossroads junction
1400)which drank the blood of my father from my
own hands: Do you remember What deeds
I did there with you, and next coming here
what I did again? 0 marriage, marriage,
you conceived me. and then in turn
you sent forth from tr.la seed, extibiting
fathers, brothers, children of the same blood;
brides. wives and motbers; the IhOst
disgraceful actions which ever cruld be.
1409)But what is unfit to do is unfit to speak.
So. SWiftly, for the sake of the gods, lead me away
and hide me, or murder me, or cast me
into the sea, where yeu will Bee me never again.
Come. deign to touch a miserable man;
be persuaded, do not fear; for my evil
can be borne by no one else of mortal men.
CR:

And fittingly for what you ask. here is
Creon for its d~ing and counselling. since he
alone is left to guard this land in your place.

OE: O~~ Creon; what shall I say to him?
l420)What trust can be shown to be true? For.
in the past I am discovered wholly evil to him:
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CREON: (Enters from the central doors)
I have not come to laugh, 0 OedIpus.
nor to reproach you tor former evila.
But if you no longer feel shame for the sons
of mortals. at least respect the all-nourishing
fire of the Lord the Sun. and not display thus
unconcerned this pollution which neither earth
nor holy rain nor sun can receive with welcome.
Come into the house as swiftly as you can.
1430)lt i8 fltting tor hls f8~lly. alone.
to see and hear the evil of their kin.

OE:

For the sake of the gods. since you have torn me from
my hopes. and as the best of ~en have come for me
the worst, be persuaded by me. For your sake I shall
speak.

CR:

And what 1s the fortune of which you ask me?

OE:

Throw me out of this land as Boon as y:u c~n.
Where I shall be shown addressed by no lI.ortal.

OR:

Know that I would have done this already, if I had
not first wished to know trom the gods Just what to do.

OE: But his message bas been ma.de completely clear;
1441)to kill me, the parricide. the all-polluted.
OR:

He h~B spoken thUS; but nevertheless, as things stand.
it is better to learn exactly what is to be done.

OEz

Will you inquire on behalf of such a wretched man?

CR:

Yes, for you will now nourish tre truth of the gods.

OE:

And I shall charge you ana beg of you.
bury her inside as Y0U would wish.
for she is y~ur own and y~u will rightly do it.
And never think it just for me. While ali~e.
1450)to dwell within the city of my fathers.
Let me dwell in the mountains where my Citbaeron
is made famous. Which my mother and father
appointed to my tomb--who was still living-
that I might die from them who were to slay me first.
And. indeed, I know this much. that neither
disease nor anything elae c~n destroy me; for never
had I been saved from death lest for a terrible evil.
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But, of my f~te, wherever lt moves let it go;
and for my Bons, 0 noble Creon, never
1460)take an anxious thought; they are men;
they wl11 never lack a means of 11fe, wherever
they are. But those poor miser~ble ones, my girls,
for whom the dining table was never placed
apart from me, but of all that I touched,
they always had a complete share;
for my sake have some care for them; and better,
let me touch them with my hands
and stop my grier. I beg you, Lord,
come, 0 noble-born; embracing them with my hands,
1470) I shall think to have them as when I had eight.
(Enter ANTIGONE and

I~MENE

trom the palace, Centre)

What. is this?
Do I not hear the 80bbl~ of my loved onea?
For the sake of the gods. Ras 'Creon pitied me
and sent to me my dearly beloved children?
Do I apeak right?
CR:

You dOj for I have provided this. I know
the delight in your children which formerly was yours.

OE:

May you have good fortune, and may the gods chance

to guard your path better than they did mine.
1480)0 children, Where are you1 Come here,
to these brotherls hands Which are mine,
who have brought it about that the father1s eyes
which before shone SQ brightly now see thus;
and Who was shown your f~tber by her who was his
mother,
since he could neither see nor. ask to learn.
1 weep for you--I have no power to look at you-
when I think of the re~a1ning bitter life

Which men will make you live.
For with what group of citizens will you go;
1490)trom what celebration will you not return
bathed in tears instead of watching tbe games?
And when you come to the point of ~arrisge,
who will be he who will run the risk
of such insults which will be the bane
of both my children and yours 8S wel11
wnat evil lacks? Your father killed
hie father. He ploughed the begetter
in whom he was sown, and at an
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equal source he begot where he wa.s grown.
l500)Such are the taunts. wbo will tr-en wed you?
There is no one, 0 children; yeu will die
barren; you will be, of necessity, unwed.

o

Son of Menoeceus, since yeu alone are left
to them as father--for we who were their parents
are destroyed, both of us--do not allow your kin
to wander beggared and without a mate.
Do not make them equal to these, my evils,
but pity them because of their tender age;
they are alone, except in 80 far as you help them.
l5l0)Consent, 0 nobly-born, by a touch of your hand.
And you, children; I would give you much advice.
if you could understand, but now, pray for this,
for my sake:
wish to live where fitness allowa. to chance
upon eo life more aweet than that of your 61re.

eR:

Your weeping has run on enough. go into the house.

OE:

One must obey, though displeased.

OR:

OE:

In season, all i8 fine ••
Do you know my conditions to go?

OR:
OE:

~peakj

'Tba. t you Shall banish Ilie.

OR:
OEl

You ask for a 81ft of the gods.
I am now hateful to the gods.

CR:
OE:

Then it shall soon be brought about.
You consent7

OR:

OE:

wbat I do not
It is ti e to lead me

ttir~,

~rom

O~:-

I do not vainly speak.

here.

CR:
1521)

hearing, I shall know.

Then come, but let loose
your cr-ildren.
Do not take

tte~

frcm

me~

Do -

CR: '

sverythlng,

t

w'sb to have power in
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for your pcwers did not reIJ22.in constc.nt to your life.
(The stage now empties, slo~ly.

CREO

with the two cbildren. go into the

and OEDIPUu, along

pal~ce,

Centre.

The

MES.uEUGER .from Corinth. the W-RDS. N and the sERV NT f1.1e
,off to the side along with the
stage.

var1~u6

citizens still on

As these all go slowly off, the chorus comes

forward to chant or speak the last verses.

This done,

they turn and file off.)
CH:

You who live in our native Thebes behold: This is
Oedipus.
who knew the famous riddle and was most powerful of men.
on whose fortune no citizen did not look with envy;
into whpt a sea of terr1ble events he has COE8.
Call no mortal happy who is still lookl~g
l529)forward to his final day: not until
he passes the limit of his life. Buffering nothing of
pain.

NOTES
31.

Of the many thematic words of the play,

is one of the m05t frequest and important.

Here

" equalll refers to his relations to the gods.

Later,

Teiresias prophesies that Knowledge will make Oedipus
eQual to himself and his children (425).

And in the

tourth staeimon the chorus will say of man, liAs equal
to nothipg do I consider your living" (2).

From a god

to nothing; this 1s the fate of Oedipus.
122.

Creon uses t.he plural, "robbers,1I as in line

101 be spoke of "murderers.

robber. II

I' Oedipus speaks of

"&

He means, of course, the generic use of the

term at this point.

Later. the question of plural or

singular will be crucial, and of course ttis irony is
keen.
223ff.
First is an

This proclamation and curse 1s highly
ap~eal

for

cooper~tlon.

for~al.

a preamble (224

232); next a warning and the dreadful royal and diVinely
supported curse on the murderer{s) (233-243).

Oedipus

then speaks &s a citizen of Tbebes and as a natural
ally of the dead man.

And he adds the formal speech

of his own Willingness to be responsible under this
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curse (244-251).

Then follows the basis of his authority

(252-258), and the dreadfully ironic curse as a blood
relative (258-268).

The closing is formulaic, setting

forte the consequences to any who go against the
proclamation.
284~f.

The degree of div1ne knowledge to which

Telreslas has access is a cruc1al question in the play.
If Teiresias knows everything that 1s g,01ng to

ha~-pen,

and doesnlt do anyth1ng to stop it--as 1n the appearance
of the Sphlnx--then cle9.rly there is divine intervention
to keep him from speaking.

And if this 1s true, then

th1s is 1n fact a play of fate.
is not tee case.

Actually, however J such

Teireslas represents divine knowledge,

but he knows only as much as the gods happen to tell
him.

He 1s most

!1!!

the, g,od t S knowledge.

Apollo, but he does not share
As Sheppard mentions 1n his note

on this line, "Observe that Te1resle.s does not, because

be is Apollols prophet, see all
Apollo sess them; he sees more
1s the m£s!

llk~

to Apollo.

in the play, as does
in tt.e same manner,

~

other man, and
He learns

Jebb says that he sees

e. With equal clearness. II

Such, of course, is not the case.
words indicate that he
(316-318 )

exactly as

·rhat is all."

Oedl~us.
111.

t~ings

h~s

The searls first

forgotten wby he has

come~
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And Oedipus apparently cannot assume that Telresias will

have heard of the oracle that Creon breught from
Delphi!

376.
~otpa

There i8 no question of omniscience.
The mas, read a. I translate:

np6, yE aou n£aEtv

oG yap

~£

Sheppard probably speake

tor Jebb (who is practically sllent on this point)
in bi. note: IIProtessor Murray's defence of the (manu

script) reading ••• la, at tirst Bight, attractive.
But I think it unlikely that

~ophocleB

would be irrel

evant, and. if this reading is right, trrelevant he
must be. 1I

But Sheppard misses the point of tte line.

Oedipus haa been scotfing at the seer and grOWing
rapidly angry at his accusations.

Teiresias is widely

respected. and in his mind it. is not tar from this
unheard ot anger to an attempt at physical harm.
When he realizes that Oedipus would not hurt him in
any case, because of his blindness, Teir_sias becomes

a little more bold and throw. out his taunt.

Though

Je'bbsaya the meso "make nonsenS8 ot the passage, II
there are several other line. which back up this

reluctance of OedipU8 to harm tbe seer.

IIIf you did

not seel1 too old,lI saya Oedipus, "you would learn

to know wisdom by pain" (402, 403).

Teiresias backs

Up his claim: "For I do not live as a servant to you,

but to Loxias" (410).

And the seer clearly states,

"Since I haTe spoken on that for which I came, I ahall
go,/though not fearing your looks, for you cannot
destroy me" (448, 449).

We might notice what happena

when the former servant of Laius balks at talking
(ll52t).

406.

Not only 1s Teireslss not an instrument of

fate in any active aense, but the chorus refuse to
belteve in an interfering dlTinlty.

They know the

oracle, and now tbey understand that they must take
the responsibility ror its

fulf~lment.

There 1s a

d1ffe~ence,

1l1ustreted by this play, between foretold

and fated.

The oracles only foresee the future, they

do not themselTes create it.
First ota.slmon, 1. 14.
1lE'tpa -1.0'


0t 'ta\)po~.

with oheppard, I read

Jebb acoepts the aonje-cture, ,

nt'tpaG ta6'taupo, ' Which has the effect of vitiating
the beautiful metaphor.
624.

Jebb expends an appendix on his reading

of this and the next line.

Though the mss. read as

I haye translated, he assumes a missing line, and gives
624 to Oedi us, 625 to Creon, and assumes that Oedipus'
next line 1s lost.

Sheppard transposes 624 and 625,

164

having Creon speak the manuscript 625.
seem_ more simple than that.
admit his gUilt.

The whole thing

Oedipus wanta Creon to

Creon hears hi. speaking like a

typ1c s l tyrannusj he has already explained to Oedipus
his lack of motivation tor such a murder a8 he 1s
being accused at, and

~t

this point he could very

eas11y imagine Oedipus using the murder as an excuse
to get rid of a non-producing third of the royal
family.
The mss. read npo6~a~~

790.

Sheppard read xpOU~qVEV

•

; both Jebb and

Jebb argues that with

the orlginal reading the metaphor 1s strained.

Ac

tually, the metaphor 1s used two other times in
exactly the S8.me way (164, 243) with startling and
beautiful effect.

The same tbtng should be true of

this 11ne.

iDeo.

As Sbe;Jpard notes, this is the climax of

the "t6XfJ theme.

Like "equal,1I IIfire," "hope,'· and

other words of the sallie sort, IIfortune" runs through
the

~lay

and changes in connotation as the play develops.

Oedipus thinks at this point that fortune gives good
to him, very shortly he wll1 realize that 1n reality
it also destroys those who live by it.

165

1280.

Jebb changes xaxa to

xa~a.

In the light of

the endings of lines 1281. 1284, and 1286, the reading
of the mss. seems more powerful than Jebb believes.

1524-1530.
to the chorus.

The meso give these lines rightly
ouch an ending 1a not uncommon.

Along with the scho1iaat, who gives the l1nea to
Oed1~u8

but thinks that the play would better end with

1523, Bernard Knox wou14 leave these lines out.
This, however. would not he consistent witb the play
as a whole, slnce it would change the resolution
by :uttlng tbe emphasis on

Oedl~us'

8row1ng power••
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The Role of The Chorus in the Oedipus 1'yrannus:
The Tragic Conflict
senior Scholar Program
Donald D. Mordecai
1960

Conflict is the essence of dramatic action, and tragedy
requires a conflict which embodies a certain basic uvision. tI
In the

Oedipu~

Tyrannus, this conflict is represented by

Oedipus and the chorus.

Oedipus is the universal man, an

ideal, a man who acts according to his conception of what
is right with complete integrity.

The chorus, on the other

hand, are far from "ideal spectators'! or interludes, as some
critics would criticise them, but are the dramatic foil to
Oedipus; he represents the heroic in man, they stand for aDd
call upon the absolute force which is the ordering power of
the universe.
The tragic philosophy or vision sees the infinite capabilities
of man limited by a power which is absolute and sUbject only
to itself.

This is not a malevolent force, but is inscrutible.

Man is well advised to avoid extremes, yet a hero, because of
his very nature, cannot elude engagement.

He ma¥ not be

destroyed by this force--not all tragedies end unhappily-
but be certainly will be diverted from his course.
The Oedipus Tyrannus is tragedy because it ewbodies this
conflict and affirms the existence and value of the absolute
force, while also recognizing the noble and infinite capabilities

2.

of man; his heroic nature.

In the course of oedipus's

discovery of his past crimes, in the conflict between the
decisive actions of Oedipus and the fervent beliefs of the
chorus, the divine laws appealed to by the chorus are shown
triumpbant.

Nevertheless, as this dominance is demonstrated

in the fact of Oedipus's fall, so it is also proved in the
fall that his actions and personal laws ace true .and valuable
as

well.

The play is tragic because of this paradox; because,

though Oedipus must fall, the reason for his fall stems from
his own demonstrated greatness.
lbe role ot the chorus, however, is more than that of an
actor. They are the means whereby Sophocles

~ould

write in

a play ot 1530 lines the beauty and ettectiveness which has
S1nce taken well over twice that length,
has been wr1tten.

whe~e,

indeed, such

Ot course, skill is not the only factor in

the length of a play.

Where plays were produced in sets ot

tour, dUring the test1vals ot D10nysus, they could not be
very long.

But the most important factor, tbat whicb allows

the shortness

wi~hout

the tragic chorus.

sacrifice of seriousness and depth, is

Shakespeare had to carefUlly construct

his stairway to the universal, because he was obligated to
make out a case for its presence in the play; Sophocles took
a more direct path, through the use of the chorus.

Shakespeare

cannot be so concise as Sopnocles; he has to weave his back
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ground and framework, and this often necessitates the use
of material strictly irrelevant to the theme or action of
the play.

This is not to say that Sophocles is tbe

bette~

playwright, but only, tnat though the two men finish witb
equally powerful visions, they are quite different in their
approaches, and that difference Dlust be understood and
appreciated in order to see Sophocles as he is.

A play of

the complexity ot Hamlet would be as unthinkable to Sophocles
as a direct and open familiarity witb the universal would
be to Shakespeare.

Sophocles can be aAnd is direct, through
o..J

the use of the chorus;

~hakespeare

cannot be and is not direct,

because he lacks the culture and peculiar vis10n ot lite within
that tragic vision which would permit a tragic chorus.
The chorus draws together and gives meaning to elements
which would not otherwise be in harmony.

It provides the only

explanation for certain attitudes and attitude changes by
the protagonist.

It is foil to Oedipus and provides one

extreme of the moral conflict that is the driving force and
real meaning of the play.
The second halt of this thesis is the basis tor the project.

Not one of the translations which I have seen is satisfactory
for the serious student.

They are either inaccurate or, where

more or less accurate, they are so inconsistent as to destroy
any of the beauties of the original.

Mr. Bernard Knox, in his
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oedipus at Thebes (Yale, 1957), has pointed out the importance
ot the continuing imagery and the patterns of development in
the play.

But a translation which incorperates consistent

translation of these words and images is bound to be scholarly
rather than artistic, tor what is simple in Greek" and qUick,ly
grasped, is apt to be diffic1,11t and "fussy" in English. Therefore,
I

would not recommen4 the translation which is the second part

ot my project as a stage version.

The phrasing is intricate

and so constituted as to emphasize the key words, phrases,
and images.

This emphasis results in an unfortunate but

nevertheless necessary exaggeration, and it is this quality
which renders my translation rather unfit for stage

resentation.

But it is also this exaggeration which iS t I believe, the
major value ot the translation.

It has in any case been

extremely helptul in the preparation ot my paper, since a
careful translation demonstrates the closeness of the choral
odes to the intervening episodes, thereby backing my ttl esis
that the chorus is an integral part of an absolutely unified
work of art.

